
http://jalt-publications.org/tlt

Feature Article

	 3	 Foreign Language Reading Anxiety and 
Mindfulness
Ronald Schmidt-Fajlik

PCP Selected Paper

	 13	 Teacher and Student Perspectives on 
Written Feedback
Kent Jones & Kevin Tang

TLT Interviews

	 23	 An Interview with Mari Nakamura
Torrin R. Shimono

My Share

	 27	 Classroom ideas from Akiko Tsuda, 
Anthony Sellick, Paul Tanner, and Eng 
Hai Tan

JALT Praxis

	 32	 TLT Wired

	 35	 Younger Learners

	 39	 Book Reviews

	 41	 Teaching Assistance

	 44	 The Writers’ Workshop

	 47	 SIG Focus: Reader Reflections:  
Being Part of a SIG

	 50	 Old Grammarians

 The
Language
 Teacher

The Japan Association for Language Teaching

Volume 44, Number 4 • July / August 2020
ISSN 0289-7938  •  ¥1,900  •  TLT uses recycled paper 



JALT Publications Board Chair
Caroline Handley
pubchair@jalt-publications.org

TLT Editorial Staff
	} TLT EDITORS

Theron Muller
Nicole Gallagher
tlt-editor@jalt-publications.org

	} TLT ASSISTANT EDITOR
Peter Ferguson

	} TLT JAPANESE LANGUAGE EDITOR
杉野 俊子 (Toshiko Sugino)
tlt-editorj@jalt-publications.org

	} TLT JAPANESE LANGUAGE ASSOC. 
EDITOR
植田麻実 (Mami Ueda)
tlt-editorj2@jalt-publications.org

	} TLT WEB ADMIN & EDITOR
Malcolm Swanson
webadmin@jalt-publications.org

JALT Praxis Editors
	} TLT INTERVIEWS

Torrin Shimono & James Nobis
interviews@jalt-publications.org

	} MY SHARE
Steven Asquith & Lorraine Kipling
my-share@jalt-publications.org

	} TLT WIRED
Paul Raine
tlt-wired@jalt-publications.org

	} BOOK REVIEWS
Robert Taferner & Stephen Case
reviews@jalt-publications.org

	} PUBLISHERS’ REVIEW COPIES LIAISON
Julie Kimura & Ryan Barnes
pub-review@jalt-publications.org
School of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences, 
Mukogawa Women’s University, 11-68 Koshien 
Kyuban-cho, Nishinomiya, Hyogo 663-8179, 
JAPAN

	} YOUNGER LEARNERS
Mari Nakamura & Marian Hara
younger-learners@jalt-publications.org

	} TEACHING ASSISTANCE
David McMurray
teach-assist@jalt-publications.org

	} THE WRITERS’ WORKSHOP
Jerry Talandis Jr.
writers@jalt-publications.org

	} OLD GRAMMARIANS
Scott Gardner
old-grammarians@jalt-publications.org

JALT Focus Editors
	} SIG FOCUS

Robert Morel & Satchie Haga
sig-focus@jalt-publications.org

	} CONFERENCE REPORTS EDITOR
Andy Tweed 

	} JALT NOTICES EDITOR
Malcolm Swanson 
jalt-focus@jalt-publications.org

Production 
	} COPYEDITORS & PROOFREADERS

Casey Bean, Brian Birdsell, Chris 
Edelman, Decha Hongthong, Zoe 
Kenny, Robert Kerrigan, Andrew 
Leichsenring, Simon Park, Nick 
Roma, Kevin Thomas, David Marsh, 
Brian Dubin, Jeremy Eades, Colin 
Mitchell

	} 和文校正・翻訳者  
(JAPANESE PROOFREADERS & 
TRANSLATORS)
宮尾 真理子(Mariko Miyao)
中安 真敏 (Masatoshi Nakayasu)
阿部 恵美佳 (Emika Abe)
迫 和子 (Kazuko Sako)
伊藤 文彦 (Fumihiko Ito)
野沢 恵美子 (Emiko Nozawa) 

	} DESIGN & LAYOUT
Pukeko Graphics, Kitakyushu 

	} PRINTING
Koshinsha Co., Ltd., Osaka

Review
	} TLT EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD

Eric Bray – Yokkaichi University 
Steve Cornwell – Osaka Jogakuin College
Scott Gardner – Okayama University
Chiaki Iwai – Hiroshima City University
Todd Jay Leonard – Fukuoka University of 

Education 
Robert Long – Kyushu Institute of 

Technology
Laura MacGregor – Gakushuin University
Bern Mulvey – Iwate University
Tim Murphey – Kanda University of 

International Studies
Jonathan Picken – Tsuda University
Stephen Ryan – Sanyo Gakuen University
Dax Thomas – Meiji Gakuin University 

	} ADDITIONAL READERS
Dale Brown, Carol Borrmann-Begg, Peter 
Clements, John Eidswick, Naomi Fujishima, 
Austin Gardiner, Philip Head, James Hobbs, 
Brandon Kramer, Aleda Krause, Paul Lyddon, 
Gerry McLellan, Donald Patterson, Greg 
Rouault, Vick Ssali, Toshiko Sugino, Jerry Talandis 
Jr., Blake Turnbull, York Davison Weatherford, 
Jennifer Yphantides

JALT Journal
	} JALT JOURNAL EDITOR 

Eric Hauser
jj-editor@jalt-publications.org

	} JALT JOURNAL ASSOCIATE EDITOR 
Gregory Glasgow
jj-editor2@jalt-publications.org

	} JALT JOURNAL JAPANESE EDITOR 
Yo In’nami
jj-editorj@jalt-publications.org

	} JALT JOURNAL JAPANESE ASSOCIATE 
EDITOR 
Natsuko Shintani

	} JALT JOURNAL REVIEWS EDITOR 
Greg Rouault
jj-reviews@jalt-publications.org

	} JALT JOURNAL ASSISTANT REVIEWS 
EDITOR 
Bill Snyder

Post-Conference Publication
	} EDITORS-IN-CHIEF

Peter Clements
Aleda Krause
Phil Bennett
pcp_editor@jalt-publications.org

	} INCOMING REVIEWS EDITOR
Reginald Gentry Jr.

JALT Publications PR
John Gayed
publications-pr@jalt-publications.org

Peer Support Group
	} PSG COORDINATOR 

peergroup@jalt-publications.org
	} PSG MEMBERS

Paul Beaufait, Steve McGuire, Theron 
Muller, Brandon Kramer, Dawn Lucovich, 
Anna Husson Isozaki, Joshua Myerson, 
Jarwin K. Martin, David Ockert, Brian 
Gallagher, Jean-Pierre J. Richard, Vikki 
Williams, Daniel Bates, Adam Pearson, 
Daniel Hooper, Hanon Junn, Amanda 
Yoshida, Veronica Dow, Suwako Uehara, 
Jerry Talandis Jr., Nathaniel Carney, 
Prateek Sharma

JALT Central Office 
Urban Edge Bldg. 5F, 1-37-9 Taito,  
Taito-ku, Tokyo 110-0016 
t: 03-3837-1630; f: 03-3837-1631
jco@jalt.org

JALT PublicationsJALT Publications

THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online   •   https://jalt-publications.org/tlt



THE LANGUAGE TEACHER  44.4  •   July / August 2020 1

JULY / AUGUST 2020 • Vol. 44, No.4
Contents

Feature Articles
	} Foreign Language Reading Anxiety  

and Mindfulness. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   3

PCP Selected Paper
	} Teacher and Student Perspectives  

on Written Feedback. . . . . . . . . . . . .              13

TLT Interviews
	} An Interview with Mari Nakamura . . . .     23

JALT Praxis
	} My Share. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        27
	} TLT Wired. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       32
	} Younger Learners. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 35
	} Book Reviews. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    39
	} Recently Received . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                40
	} Teaching Assistance. . . . . . . . . . . . . .               41
	} The Writers’ Workshop . . . . . . . . . . .            44
	} SIG Focus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       47
	} Old Grammarians. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 50

Other
	} JALT Membership Information. . . . .      48

JALT Publications Online
Material from The Language Teacher  (TLT)and 
JALT Journal (JJ) published in the last six months 
requires an access password. These passwords 
are only available to  current JALT members. To 
access the latest issues of TLT and JJ:

https://jalt.org/main/publications
To explore our unrestricted archives:

https://jalt-publications.org

In this month’s issue . . .

W elcome to the July/August 2020 issue of The Lan-
guage Teacher! Over the past several months, the 
COVID-19 global pandemic has reshaped the face 

of education around the globe.  Educators and students across 
Japan underwent large-scale changes in the delivery and expe-
rience of formal education. I am sure that educators in JALT 
have been faced with some professional challenges, and many 
of you have also unearthed some new knowledge and skills 
about online learning. As we move into the summer, I wish 
that you and your family remain healthy, and that it can be 
both a period of rest and reflection, and a catalyst for inquiry 
and professional development.

In this issue, we begin with two articles. Our Featured Ar-
ticle by Ronald Schmidt-Fajlik looks at what kind of impact 
practices of mindfulness may have on extensive reading. In 
this final issue of the Selected Paper series we bring you a 
paper by Kevin Tang and Kent Jones originally published as 
a Selected Paper of the JALT2018 Postconference Publica-
tion, Diversity and Inclusion. In it they report on a study that 
looks at teacher and student beliefs on written feedback.

Also remember to check out TLT Interviews this month 
for a close-up conversation, along with the other columns 
serving up interesting content from JALT members. Enjoy 
the issue!

—Nicole Gallagher, TLT Coeditor

T he Language Teacher 2020年7月/8月号へようこそ！この数か月
にわたり、新型コロナウイルスの地球規模のパンデミックは、
世界中の教育の外観を作り替えました。日本中の教育者と生

徒たちは、公教育の伝達や体験において大規模な変化を経験しまし
た。JALTの教育者たちも職業上の課題に直面するとともに、多くの
方がオンライン学習に関する新たな知識やスキルを発掘されたこと
と確信しています。季節が夏に移りましたが、皆様とご家族が健康
でありますよう、またこの夏が休息と省察、そして探求と職業的な発
展を促す季節となりますよう祈っています。

本号は2本の論文で始まります。Ronald Fajlik-Schmidtによる
Featured Articleは、マインドフルネスの実践が多読にどのような影響
を及ぼし得るのか調査しています。Selected Paperシリーズにおける
この最後の号では、もともとJALT2018のPostconference Publication, 
Diversity and InclusionでSelected Paperとして発表された、Kevin 
TangとKent Jonesによる論文をお届けします。本論文で著者は、文

Continued over
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字によるフィードバックについての教師と学生の考えに関
する研究について報告しています。

また今月号の、相手に寄り合う会話についてのTLT 
Interviewsと、JALT会員による興味深い内容を提供してい
る他のコラムの確認もお忘れなく。それでは本号をお楽し
みください！

—Nicole Gallagher, TLT Coeditor

Amidst the environment that has been dominated by COVID-19, the annual 
JALT International Conference on Language Teaching and Learning & Educa-
tional Materials Exhibition, scheduled to take place from November 20th to 
November 23rd, will be held, but most likely in a different format. The JALT 
Conference Planning Team has been discussing  this situation thoroughly. The 
primary focus of our discussions has been on an interactive online conference 
of live remote sessions and pre-recorded presentations. The conference will 
not only include the usual streams of presentations, plenary talks, workshops, 
and materials exhibitions, but also a new stream centered around “Emergency 
Remote Teaching and Learning”. We want the voices from this new communi-
ty to be heard immediately because what is happening is clearly affecting all 
communities connected to teaching and learning. Please visit our conference 
website – https://jalt.org/conference/jalt2020 – for all the latest information on 
this new stream, as well as the overall conference.

These are certainly trying and uncertain times that have thrust many obstacles 
in front of us, but these obstacles will not prevent us from bringing communi-
ties together. With our creativity, ingenuity, and vigilance, the JALT community 
plans to bring to your community a rich and valuable conference experience.

We look forward to your participation come November 20th to the 23rd. We 
are all in this together, so be well and stay safe.

On behalf of our JALT Community,

Wayne Malcolm, NPO JALT Director of Program
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Foreign Language Reading Anxiety and 
Mindfulness

Ronald Schmidt-Fajlik
Ibaraki University
https://doi.org/10.37546/JALTTLT44.4-1

Students might approach reading with a sense of anxiety if 
they are unable to completely comprehend the text that 
they are reading. The purpose of this article is to determine 
whether the introduction of a mindful reading technique de-
creases anxiety about unfamiliar vocabulary and grammatical 
structures, increases focus, and builds confidence, thereby 
contributing to a more positive reading experience. Forty-one 
Japanese university students took part in the study. After the 
introduction of a mindfulness technique and putting it into 
practice, a questionnaire was administered to all 41 students 
taking part in the study three weeks after the introduction of 
the technique to determine its effectiveness. Results indicate 
that many students found mindfulness helpful when reading.

学生達は自分が読んでいる外国語の文章を完全に理解することがで
きていないため、読むことについて不安を抱いている可能性がある。本論
は、（自分の呼吸に注意を向けながら読書する）マインドフルリーディン
グのテクニックの導入が、親しみのない単語や文法構造についての不安
を減らし、集中力と自信を高め、その結果より積極的なリーディング体験
に寄与する手助けとなるかどうか判断することを目的としている。41人の
日本の大学生が本研究に参加した。マインドフルリーディングのテクニッ
クを導入した三週間後に、有用性を判断するアンケートを実施した。結果
は、読むときにマインドフルネスが有用であると、多くの被験者が認識し
ていることを示した。

P edagogical practice in language teaching often 
focuses on language teachers initiating exter-
nal strategies to develop students’ language 

skills. An example includes finding an effective meth-
odological approach in the way language learning 
material is presented. While teaching strategies are 
certainly important, they are controlled, initiated, 
and decided upon by language teachers. Thus, while 
these external strategies might encourage effec-
tive learner engagement, alternative strategies that 
help students at a more intrinsic level might also 
be important to engendering a more encompassing 
approach to language teaching. Such an approach 
could take into consideration not only external 
strategies to create a positive learning environment 
through the “vast repertoire of techniques that are at 
a teacher’s disposal” (Dörnyei & Muir, 2019, p. 734),  
but also the internal affective strategies of students 
for greater autonomy, by engaging the “development 
of learners’ psychological and emotional capacity to 

control their own learning through independent ac-
tion” (O’Leary, 2014, p. 20). The use of mindfulness, 
defined as “non-reactive awareness of the present 
moment” (J. A. Grant & Zeidan, 2019, p. 192), may 
be an effective intrinsic strategy to reduce foreign 
language anxiety (FLA) and thereby improve reading. 
An anchored breathing technique was introduced 
as part of mindful reading as it is considered a “core 
lesson in mindfulness practice” (Rechtschaffen, 2014, 
p. 182). The breathing technique could serve as a way 
for students to take control of their own internal pro-
cesses when dealing with anxiety based on negative 
thoughts and feelings. 

The literature review provides an overview of how 
mindfulness has been used in various educational 
settings and explains the concept of mindfulness 
in further detail. Foreign language reading anxiety 
is then described, followed by an outline of the 
procedure used to introduce a mindful approach to 
reading. Results regarding the effectiveness of the 
mindful breathing technique are then described and 
summarized.

Literature Review
Mindfulness
Mindfulness can be viewed as a mental state in 
which one’s attention is drawn to the present. It is 
a gentle awareness of the present moment, brought 
about without criticism or judgment, resulting in 
quiet acceptance (Gunaratana, 2011). This focus on 
the non-judgmental present might be helpful to 
students whose source of FLA is based on self-crit-
ical thoughts arising at the point of interaction 
with a foreign language (FL) text, due to textual as 
well as cultural challenges. Introducing students to 
mindfulness might help them deal with this source 
of anxiety as it “is a way of training our minds 
through intentional awareness so that they stay in 
a more peaceful and compassionate state” (Srini-
vasan, 2014, p. 27).  Mindfulness might be particu-
larly helpful for students who experience self-doubt 
regarding the adequacy of their FL reading skills. 
As students might feel unable to grasp the meaning 
of a text due to limits in understanding the vocab-
ulary and grammatical structures used, a mindful 
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approach may allow students to engage with a text 
with greater confidence in that “if we are mindful, 
we don’t assume limits from past experience have 
to determine present experience” (Langer, 2014, p. 
xvii). Mindfulness may also assist anxious students 
by refocusing from worrying about unknown words 
or structures to bring them back to their reading.  
Students are gently ‘reminded’ back to the present 
moment to re-engage with the text.

In dealing with anxiety, an important factor in 
mindfulness training is non-reactivity to inner ex-
perience by remaining in the present moment, even 
in the face of distracting thoughts or feelings (Sie-
gal, 2007). Through a mindful approach to reading, 
they may reduce their FLA and therefore be less in-
clined to be influenced by task-irrelevant thoughts. 
This may result in greater mental energy to pursue 
the reading task at hand, ultimately leading to a 
more pleasurable reading experience. By using 
mindfulness to return to the present moment, stu-
dents may be able to reduce the amount of mental 
energy they spend worrying about not being able to 
comprehend unfamiliar vocabulary and grammati-
cal structures. Lower FLA may also increase reading 
comprehension in that “reading anxiety may result 
in poor comprehension” (Rajab, Zakaria, Rahman, 
Hosni, & Hassani, 2012, p. 363). Worrying less about 
unfamiliar vocabulary and grammatical structures 
may also lead to improved reading fluency, de-
fined as “the ability to read connected text rapidly, 
smoothly, effortlessly, and automatically with little 
conscious attention to the mechanics of reading, 
such as decoding” (Meyer & Felton, 1999, p. 284). 

Foreign Language Anxiety and Reading 
According to Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986), 
FLA is “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, be-
liefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom 
language learning arising from the uniqueness of 
the language learning process” (p. 128). FLA may 
negatively impact FL learning (Horwitz, 2001). 
For example, Trang, Baldauf, Jr., & Moni (2013), 
through a review of multiple research studies, 
found evidence of FLA, concluding that “students 
feel more tense and nervous in FL classrooms than 
in any of their other classes” (pp. 709-710). 

Within a FL context, students may feel anxiety 
toward FL studies to greater or lesser degrees (Kim, 
2009). For example, reading anxiety has been found 
to be a distinct phenomenon in FL learning (Saito, 
Garza, & Horwitz, 1999; Sellers, 2000). This is be-
cause it is a cognitively demanding task compound-
ed by unknown vocabulary and sentence structures 
(Rajab, et al., 2012). Badara, Hanafi, Kamaluddin, 

Nurlaela, and Sari (2019) found reading anxiety to 
be a debilitative factor in reading comprehension. 

Mindfulness in Language Teaching
How the effectiveness of mindfulness in language 
education has been investigated is reviewed here. 
Research conducted by Sakata and Fukuda (2012, 
cited in Takaguchi, 2015, p. 75) found that mind-
fulness helped students who had negative feelings 
about studying English by helping them to better 
cope with such feelings. Mindfulness has also been 
used to reduce the English language anxiety of Thai 
college students, improving their performance in 
oral presentations (Charoensukmongkol, 2016). 
Findings at a bilingual primary classroom in Spain 
suggest that engaging in mindfulness promotes a 
calm environment which benefits language learning 
and attention skills (Mortimore, 2017, p. 25). Ad-
ditionally, a case study at a college in China found 
that mindfulness helped students value their own 
English language learning process, which increased 
motivation and engagement (Wang & Liu, 2016). 
According to Fujita (2014, cited in Takaguchi, 2015, 
p. 74), although mindfulness has increasingly come 
to the attention of educators, its usefulness has 
not garnered much attention in Japan, which the 
current investigation seeks to partly rectify.

Extensive Reading
One of the rationales for extensive reading (ER) is 
that it is an effective way to further develop reading 
and vocabulary skills (Nunan, 2017) as well as foster 
a positive attitude toward reading in a FL (Day & 
Bamford, 1998). This is summarized in Richards and 
Schmidt’s (2002) statement that the purpose of ER 
is “reading in quantity and in order to gain a general 
understanding of what is read. It is intended to de-
velop good reading habits, to build up knowledge of 
vocabulary and structure, and to encourage a liking 
for reading” (pp. 193-194). However, encountering 
new vocabulary and unfamiliar grammar could 
make reading a source of FLA rather than pleasure 
(Matsuda & Gobel, 2004). FLA might lead students 
to lose motivation and view language learning 
negatively (Liu & Huang, 2011; Khodadady & Kha-
javy, 2013). Instead of reading with the intended 
purpose of “engagement and enjoyment” (Nunan, 
2017, p. 148), students might approach ER with a 
sense of dread and reluctance. As ER is generally 
done independently outside of regular classroom 
hours, students might benefit from strategies to 
cope with FLA while reading in order to feel more 
motivated to pursue it. Given this, the current study 
focuses on assisting students in dealing with FLA 
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when reading texts in English through introduc-
ing a mindfulness technique as part of the course 
ER component. Students were administered a 
questionnaire after the technique was introduced 
to determine its helpfulness in dealing with read-
ing-related FLA.

Methods
Study Group
Students participating in the study consisted of 
a total of 41 Japanese university students from a 
first-year integrated English class and a second-year 
advanced English class. Ethical standards were con-
formed to through explanation of the purpose of 
the study, the acquisition of consent, and voluntary 
participation. The privacy and confidentiality of 
students was maintained as the questionnaires were 
completed anonymously. The students comprised 
18 (44%) males and 23 (56%) females. In previous 
research, Schmidt-Fajlik (2020) found that students 
experienced FLA while reading, hindering enjoy-
ment of the text and hampering confidence, which 
served as a rationale for the current research into 
whether introducing a mindfulness technique as-
sists students to allay their FLA. It was hypothesized 
that positive reading engagement during the ER 
component could reduce FLA and assist students 
with reading other non-ER materials.

Introduction of Mindfulness 
Students were asked to bring a book they were 
reading to class as part of the extensive reading 
requirement in order to practice the mindful 
reading technique together. A handout explaining 
how to prepare for and conduct mindful reading 
was provided in Japanese for ease of understanding 
(Appendix B). The original in English is provided 
in Appendix A. In both classes, the procedure was 
explained and conducted in English with students 
able to use the Japanese handout as a reference. 
Students were able to ask for further explanation in 
English or Japanese. 

The first step in introducing students to mind-
ful reading involved a short relaxation breathing 
exercise before beginning to read. Students were 
instructed to inhale slowly through their nose and 
then exhale slowly through their mouth. They 
were encouraged to do this at least five times, 
although they could continue to do this as many 
times as necessary to achieve a state of calm and 
relaxation before reading. This may have served to 
allay initial anxiety before beginning to read. Next 
students were encouraged to use anchored breath-

ing, which is foundational to mindfulness practice 
(Rechtschaffen, 2014). Anchored breathing helps 
students to remain in the present moment and refo-
cus away from negative thoughts and feelings. This 
is breathing at a regular rate through their nose. If 
any thoughts or emotions, whether negative or pos-
itive were experienced while reading, students were 
asked to casually notice those thoughts or emotions 
and bring themselves back to the present moment 
by refocusing attention on their breathing.

Students were given 20 minutes of class time to 
read mindfully. As the class was held once a week, 
students were asked to bring their ER book the 
following week to try the technique together again. 
Between classes, students were encouraged to prac-
tice mindful reading outside of class time as part 
of the ER course requirement. The mindfulness 
technique was done in two class sessions and an 
extra week was given after the second mindfulness 
session for further at home mindful ER practice 
before administration of the questionnaire.

Questionnaire Examining the Effectiveness of 
Mindful Reading to Allay FLA
Questionnaire responses were used to determine 
whether students found a mindfulness approach to 
reading effective in dealing with negative thoughts 
and feelings (Appendix D). A pre-test was conduct-
ed using a separate questionnaire related to the 
degree that students experienced stress and neg-
ative thoughts and feelings when reading. Results 
of the pre-test showed that many students experi-
enced negative thoughts and feelings when reading 
(Schmidt-Fajlik, 2020). The pre-test served as a 
guide in formulating the final questionnaire related 
to the effectiveness of the mindfulness technique. 
Both the pre-test and final questionnaire were 
adapted from Saito, et al.’s (1999) Foreign Language 
Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS), which is used to 
elicit “students’ self-reports of anxiety over various 
aspects of reading, their perceptions of reading dif-
ficulties in their target language, and their percep-
tions of the relative difficulty of reading” (p. 204).  
However, as the mindfulness training was intended 
to lower FLA, the statements used in the FLRAS 
were revised as self-reports of anxiety reduction. 
For example, whereas the first statement in the FL-
RAS is “I get upset whenever I encounter unknown 
grammar when reading (French, Russian, Japanese)” 
(p. 205), in the adapted version this was changed to 
“I feel less upset whenever I encounter unknown 
grammar when reading English”. A 5-point Likert 
scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree” was used to gauge how students felt about 
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each statement. To avoid language proficiency 
influence, the questionnaire in English (Appendix 
C) was translated into Japanese and administered in 
Japanese (Appendix D). 

Research Results
Here, questionnaire findings are presented in 
themes based on associated items from the ques-
tionnaire; negative emotional responses, reading flu-
ency, perception of usefulness, and gender. Question-
naire items are interpreted in terms of these themes 
with their results described.

Negative Emotional Responses
Items related to negative emotional responses in-
clude the following statements:
•	 Statement 1: I feel less stress when I read in English.
•	 Statement 5: I feel less frustration and anxiety when 

I don’t understand.

Statement 1: I feel less stress when I read in English.

Figure 1. Responses to the statement ‘I feel less stress 
when I read in English’.

Responses to the statement ‘I feel less stress when 
I read in English’ in Figure 1 indicate that a large 
proportion of students were able to experience less 
stress when reading in English. Those that agreed or 
strongly agreed represent 71% of the total responses. 
This suggests that most students felt mindfulness 
helped reduce their stress while reading.

Statement 5: I feel less frustration and anxiety when I 
do not understand.

Figure 2. Responses to the statement ‘I feel less frus-
tration and anxiety when I do not understand’.

In Figure 2, most students were neutral in their 
assessment regarding whether the technique 
reduced frustration and anxiety when not being 
able to understand. For many students, though, 
the technique did prove to be helpful, with those 
agreeing and strongly agreeing representing 46% of 
the total, with only 5% disagreeing.

Discussion of Negative Emotional Responses
Regarding this theme of negative emotional 
responses, the mindfulness technique appears to 
have helped deal with feelings of stress for most 
students. In terms of feeling less frustration and 
anxiety, results were divided between those for 
whom the technique served to allay such feelings 
and those who felt neutral about it. This suggests 
that although the technique may be effective in 
overall stress reduction for a large majority of 
students, many may still experience frustration and 
anxiety. However, as nearly an equal number of 
students responded that the mindfulness technique 
did allay frustration and anxiety, it may be effective 
in helping many students handle negative emotion-
al responses. Reduced anxiety may also positively 
contribute to student motivation (Khodadady & 
Khajavy, 2013). Mindfulness may therefore be an 
effective way to address Rajab, et al.’s (2012) concern 
about the importance of addressing the negative 
impact of reading anxiety on students.

Reading Fluency
Items concerning whether mindfulness improved 
reading fluency included the following: 
•	 Statement 2: Reading became easier to understand.
•	 Statement 7: While using mindfulness I translate 

word by word less when I read.

Statement 2: Reading became easier to understand.
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Figure 3. Responses to the statement ‘reading be-
came easier to understand’.

The responses in Figure 3 show that for over half 
of the students, using mindfulness helped improve 
their understanding while reading. Those that 
agreed and strongly agreed to the statement repre-
sent 63% of the total. This may be due to a decrease 
in confusion caused by worrying about unknown 
vocabulary and grammatical structures. 

Statement 7: While using mindfulness I translate word 
by word less when I read.

Figure 4. Responses to the statement ‘While using 
mindfulness I translate word by word less when I read’.

 
In Figure 4, a greater number of students, 51% 

of the total, reported feeling less need to translate 
word by word when using mindfulness. This may 
have the positive influence of allowing students to 
continue in the flow of reading rather than continu-
ally pausing to check on the meaning of each word. 
Worrying less about individual word meaning may 
promote reading skills as students become more 
comfortable in relying upon the meaning of words 
based on the context in which they appear. To the 
37% of students who responded neutrally, however, 
the technique seemed to have little effect.

Discussion of Reading Fluency
Considering the theme of increased fluency overall, 
as many students reported that reading became 
easier to understand, this may have contributed to 
increased comprehension in that “there is evidence 
that fluency is both a contributor to and product of 
comprehension” (Klauda & Guthrie, 2008, p. 312). 
Increased reading fluency may also be a motivat-
ing factor in that “any technique that produces 
faster [reading] rates may conceivably be helpful in 
reducing the poor readers’ perception of reading as 
a laborious process” (E. Grant & Standing, 1989, p. 
520).

Perception of Usefulness
Items regarding the perceived usefulness of the 
mindfulness technique included:
•	 Statement 11. Mindfulness has helped me in reading 

English.
•	 Statement 12. I will continue to use mindfulness 

when reading in English.

Statement 11: Mindfulness has helped me in reading 
English.

Figure 5. Responses to the statement ‘Mindfulness 
has helped me in reading English’.

In Figure 5, combining the results for those that 
agreed and strongly agreed, most students, 66%, 
agreed with the statement that mindfulness was 
helpful when reading in English. This indicates that 
students in general found the technique helped 
them in reading English. This could have been due 
to a reduction in negative thoughts and feelings, 
increased fluency and comprehension, an increase 
in reading pleasure, or a combination of a variety 
of factors. For the 29% of students whose responses 
were neutral, the technique may have been per-
ceived as having added no further benefit or they 
may have been unsure of a particular benefit. For 
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the small number of students who disagreed, 5%, 
they appear to have felt that the technique did not 
help their English reading. These students may 
require alternative mindfulness development strate-
gies or may feel no intervention is necessary.

Statement 12: I will continue to use mindfulness when 
reading in English.

Figure 6. Responses to the statement ‘I will continue 
to use mindfulness when reading in English’.

In Figure 6, most students, a combined total of 
78%, agreed and strongly agreed with the statement 
that they will continue to use mindfulness when 
reading, suggesting that most students found the 
technique to be of assistance.

Discussion of Perception of Usefulness
Regarding the perceived usefulness of mindfulness, 
most students responded positively, as reflected 
in their responses related to the helpfulness of the 
technique and regarding whether they will continue 
to use it. However, a smaller number of students 
perceived no added benefit to the introduction of 
the technique. These students may feel that such 
an approach is unnecessary or may feel they benefit 
from other approaches.

Mindfulness and Gender
Here, gender differences are explored. The mean 
averages of agreement and disagreement for all 
statement responses are used to explore this theme.

          

Table 1. Mean average level of agreement and 
disagreement
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Male 1 8 9 18

Female 2 9 12 23

Total 3 17 21 41

Table 1 shows the total responses agreeing and 
disagreeing to the statements by gender. The 
mindfulness technique appeared to be equally 
effective with both males and females, with the level 
of agreement 52% for females and 50% for males. 
Neutral responses were 39% for females and 44% 
for males. Neutral responses may be due to several 
factors, such as uncertainty whether the technique 
made a difference or a lack of negative thoughts or 
feelings related to reading to begin with, meaning 
the technique served no purpose in terms of reduc-
ing anxiety as their anxiety was already low. Dis-
agreement of 5% for males and 8% for females may 
suggest that for a very small number of students, 
the technique proved to be of no use in creating a 
better reading experience.

Concerning gender, both males and females 
responded similarly. This suggests that the mindful-
ness technique appears to have been equally effec-
tive regardless of gender. This may be due to similar 
levels of FLA experienced by males and females, as 
Rastegar, Akbarzadeh, and Heidari (2012) found no 
significant difference between males and females 
regarding FLA. 

Conclusion
Results from the questionnaire show that many 
of the Japanese university students in this study 
reported that mindfulness reduced negative emo-
tional responses and improved reading fluency. 
Many students also reported that they found the 
technique to be helpful, and they would continue to 
use a mindful approach while reading. Although a 
control group was not used, and the sample size was 
relatively small, the researcher found the technique 
to be helpful in his own teaching situation. The 
introduction of mindfulness could help students 
in similar teaching situations that require read-
ing. Using these techniques might help students 
concentrate and make reading less arduous when 
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experiencing FLA, thus language teachers may want 
to consider introducing the technique in their class-
rooms.  Effective language learning might not only 
encompass employing external strategies controlled 
by a language teacher such as methodology and the 
creation of a positive classroom atmosphere, but 
also encouraging students’ own internal strategies. 
Here mindfulness might assist by providing stu-
dents an autonomous way in which to deal with 
anxiety, self-doubt, and negative feelings during the 
language learning process. Although the technique 
may not be a panacea for all students in all situa-
tions, it may be of help to many.
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Appendix A
Original English Mindfulness Explanation
Mindfulness technique for reading
1.	 Before reading, prepare your body and mind 

through a breathing exercise. Deeply inhale 
through your nose and exhale through your 
mouth. Do this five times. You may do this 
more times if you feel the need to further bring 
about a state of calmness.

2.	 If reading on your own, it may be helpful to 
decide how long you will read for in terms of 
approximate time (minutes) or duration (num-
ber of pages). This will allow you to keep an end 
goal in mind where you can take a break or take 

a meditative pause without excessively push-
ing yourself. The goal is to continue with the 
flow of reading without interruption until your 
goal has been reached. If reading in class, your 
teacher my assist you with the end goal.

3.	 Begin to read. Breath regularly through your 
nose. If any thoughts or emotions, whether 
negative or positive appear during your read-
ing, casually observe and label them in your 
mind and continue reading.  If you find your 
thoughts and feelings begin to overwhelm 
you or the flow of your reading, observe your 
breathing to bring yourself back to the present 
moment. Continue with the flow of reading.

4.	 Once the reading goal has been reached, take a 
meditative break.  

5.	 If you wish, you may repeat the process by 
choosing a goal and mindfully reading until the 
goal has been reached.

Appendix B
Japanese Translation of Mindfulness 
Explanation in Appendix A
リーディングでのマインドフルネステクニック
1.	 始める前に、深呼吸を通して身体と心の準備を整えま

す。まず深く鼻から息を吸い込んで、口から吐き出しま
しょう。これを５回繰り返します。もし、あなたがもう少
し自分を落ち着かせる必要があるなら、これを何度か
落ち着けるまで繰り返します。

2.	 もし、自身で読み進めるなら、どれくらいの時間（分）、
どれくらいの長さ（ページからページまで）読むかを最
初に決めておくと良いでしょう。これは、あなたが過度
に無理をしないように休憩や瞑想の為の時間を取りや
すくして最終目標に導くためです。目標はリーディング
の流れを中断すること無く自分の決めたところまで読
み続けて行くことです。リーディングクラスでは先生が
範囲を指導し、あなたを目標に導きます。

3.	 リーディングを始めましょう。基本的に息は鼻からして
ください。もし、何かポジティブでもネガティブでも考
えや言いたいことが読書の最中に浮かんできたとして
も、気にせずに心の中に留めて読み進めてください。
もしその考えや感情があなたの読書の邪魔になるほ
ど気になり始めたら、自身の呼吸に集中してリーディ
ングをしているという事を意識してみましょう。では続
けて読み進んでいきましょう。

4.	 リーディングの目標を達成したら、一旦、休憩をとりま
しょう。

5.	 もしあなたが目標を定め直してこの工程を繰り返した
いなら、新しい目標を達成するまで注意深くリーディン
グを続けましょう。
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Appendix C
Original English Questionnaire
Mindful Reading Questionnaire
Circle:   M   F  other        
Age: _____________  

After trying the mindfulness techniques, circle how 
strongly you feel about each statement. (1 = strongly 
agree, 5 = strongly disagee)
1.	 I feel less stress when I read in English.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
2.	 Reading became easier to understand.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
3.	 I feel less intimidated when I see a whole page 

of English front of me.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

4.	 I feel less upset whenever I encounter unknown 
grammar when reading English.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
5.	 I feel less frustration and anxiety when I do not 

understand.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

6.	 It bothers me less when I encounter words I 
cannot pronounce while reading English.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
7.	 While using mindfulness I translate word by 

word less when I read.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

8.	 I feel more confident when I am reading in 
English.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
9.	 I am more satisfied with my level of reading 

ability.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

10.	 I enjoy reading books in English more.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

11.	 Mindfulness has helped me in reading English.
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

12.	 I will continue to use mindfulness when read-
ing in English.

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
13.	 If you have any comments, please write them 

below:
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

Appendix D
Translation of English Questionnaire in 
Appendix C

マインドフルのリーディングアンケート
どちらかに〇してください:   男・女 ・その他        
年齢: _____________  

マインドフルネスのテクニックを試してみて、当てはまるも
のに〇をしてください。 (１＝とてもそう思う、５＝全然思
わない）
1.	 英語を読んでいるときのストレスは少なくなった。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
2.	 読んでいる時、少し理解しやすくなった。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
3.	 全て英語で書かれたページをみても怖気付かなくな

った。
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

4.	 英語を読んでいて文法で意味が分からなくてもイラ
イラしなくなった。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
5.	 まったく分からない時もイライラや不安が少なくなっ

た。
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

6.	 英語を読んでる時に発音出来ない単語が出てきても
リーディングが止まる事はなくなった。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
7.	 マインドフルを使ってリーディングしている時は単語

ごとに訳すことが少なくなった。
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

8.	 英語のリーディングに自信がついた。
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

9.	 自分の英語リーディング能力のレベルに満足してい
る。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
10.	 英語の本を読むのが楽しくなった。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
11.	 英語のリーディングでマインドフルネスは手助けにな

っている。
1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5

12.	 英語のリーディングではマインドフルネスを使ってい
きたい。

1   —   2   —   3   —   4   —   5
13.	 コメントが御座いましたら下記にご記入ください：
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
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Tryalogue Education Co.,Ltd.
E-mail : contact@tryalogue.co.jp
URL : www.tryalogue.co.jp

Discover fascinating facts about 
holidays and festivals from 

around the world!Total 20 
books

(5 books/level)

All around the world, people celebrate 
holidays with special traditions and festivals. 
Seed Learning’s Culture Readers include a 
wealth of information on seasonal holidays 
and celebrations from around the globe. This 
four-level non-fiction series will entertain and 
inform young learners while preparing them 
for academic success.

Levels 1 2 3 4

Base Vocabulary 500 750 1000 1250

Word Count 400 600 800 1000

ERF Scale High Beginner Elementary Early Intermediate

CEFR A1 A2 B1

LEVEL 1
1  Valentine’s Day

2  Chinese New Year

3  Easter

4  La Tomatina

5  Thanksgiving Day

LEVEL 3
1  Eid al-Fitr

2  The Dragon Boat Festival

3  Oktoberfest

4  Christmas

5  Ice Festivals

LEVEL 2
1  Holi

2  The Lantern Festival

3  New Year’s Day

4  St. Patrick’s Day

5  Halloween

LEVEL 4
1  Guy Fawkes Day

2  The Naadam Festival

3  Carnival

4  Songkran 

5  Hanukkah
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This article was originally pub-
lished in the Selected Papers sec-
tion of the 2019 Postconference 
Publication (PCP), On JALT2018: 
Diversity and Inclusion. The PCP 
publishes papers based on pre-
sentations given at the JALT In-
ternational Conference, and the 
Selected Papers section high-
lights a small number of papers of 
exceptional quality that have been first suggested by the 
editorial staff and then vetted by the Publications Board 
through a blind review process. We feel that papers like 
this one represent some of the best work that the JALT 
Conference and the PCP have to offer and encourage 
interested readers to check out other selected papers at 
https://jalt-publications.org/proceedings.

Teacher and Student Perspectives on 
Written Feedback

Kent Jones
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University

Kevin Tang
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University

Reference Data:
Jones, K., & Tang, K. (2019). Teacher and student 

perspectives on written feedback. In P. Clements, A. 
Krause, & P. Bennett (Eds.), Diversity and inclusion. 
Tokyo: JALT. https://doi.org/10.37546/JALTPCP2018-45

The results of teacher and student surveys regarding beliefs 
about feedback on student writing are examined. 57 English 
language teachers in Japan and 317 EFL students at a Japa-
nese university were surveyed to answer the following: (a) How 
much time do teachers spend explaining their feedback sys-
tems and are students satisfied with it? (b) What types of feed-
back (Ellis, 2008) do teachers and students prefer and why? 
and (c) Do students believe their teachers’ feedback helps 
them avoid similar mistakes in future pieces of writing? Results 
showed the majority of students felt teachers spent enough 
time explaining their feedback system, but a sizeable mi-
nority wanted more explanation. Both teachers and students 
preferred metalinguistic feedback, but students preferred 
explanations to correction symbols. Despite their teachers’ 
corrections, most students felt that they would make the same 
mistakes in later pieces of writing. Implications for both class-
room practice and further research are discussed.

本論は、ライティングにおけるフィードバックに対する考えについて英
語教員（57名）と、日本で英語を外国語として学んでいる大学生（317名） 
を対象に調査した結果である。調査された質問項目は、1）教員がフィー
ドバックの方法について説明した時間及び説明に対する学習者の満足
度、2）教員と学習者がどのようなフィードバック (Ellis, 2008) を好むかと
その理由、3）学習者はフィードバックが同じ誤りを防ぐことにつながると
考えているか、の3点である。結果、1) に関しては、多くの学習者が現状で
十分だとする一方、更なる説明を求める者も少なからずいた。2) は両者と
も、メタ言語でのフィードバックを好む傾向にあるが、学習者は訂正記号
よりも説明を好む傾向にある事がわかった。また教員の訂正にも拘らず、
学習者は同じ誤りを繰り返しそうだと感じている事も明らかとなった。本
調査をふまえ、ライティング授業での効果的なフィードバック方法につい
ても言及する。

B oth educators and students consider written 
feedback to be essential in helping students 
improve their writing. However, the extent 

to which they agree on how feedback is adminis-
tered needs further exploration. Teachers employ 
a number of methods to give feedback on student 
writing such as correcting errors directly, supplying 
explanations to encourage self-correction, or simply 
underlining the error, placing the responsibility for 
self-correction directly on the student. Teachers and 
students have different perspectives in terms of their 
awareness of the pedagogical value of each correc-
tion type and the amount of time they are willing 
to spend indicating or identifying and addressing 
errors.

Teachers understand their feedback systems very 
well. The process of giving feedback allows them to 
deeply familiarize themselves with these systems. 
Students, on the other hand, are much less familiar 
with the systems. Therefore, consideration about 
how well they understand the teacher’s feedback 
system and how it can help them improve their 
writing is key. It is important to consider how much 
time teachers spend explaining their system and 
how well students feel they understand it.

There is also the question of uptake: the extent 
to which students recognize their errors and how it 
can lead to students not making the same error in 
the future. Feedback should help students not only 
make revisions on one piece of work but also feel 
confident that they will not make the same error in 
other pieces of writing.
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Past Studies on Feedback Types and 
Preferences
Different Feedback Types
Ellis (2008) explained five main feedback types: 
direct corrective feedback, indirect corrective feed-
back, metalinguistic feedback, focused feedback, 
and unfocused feedback. Direct corrective feedback 
refers to interventions through which the teacher 
provides the student with the correction. Indirect 
feedback involves the teacher simply indicating the 
error, usually by underlining or circling it. When 
giving metalinguistic feedback, the teacher pro-
vides a brief explanation of the type of error in the 
form of a correction symbol or a brief explanation 
of what the student should do. In giving focused 
feedback, teachers only indicate one or two types 
of errors and leave others uncorrected. Unfocused 
feedback, on the other hand, involves the teacher 
giving feedback on all errors in the student’s work. 
According to the results of a number of studies, 
focused feedback is highly beneficial to students 
(Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; 
Farrokhi & Sattarpour, 2011; Sheen, 2007; Sheen, 
Wright, & Moldowa, 2009; Shintani & Ellis, 2013). 
Nonetheless, as McGrath (2015) pointed out, its ef-
fectiveness may be questionable in courses in which 
students only produce two or three pieces of writ-
ing in a semester. In the English program in which 
this study was conducted, teachers must employ 
an unfocused feedback system in order to meet the 
program’s specified requirements.

Teacher Perspectives According to Previous 
Studies
A number of studies have found that teachers 
favored metalinguistic and indirect feedback. When 
asked to elaborate, many participants responded 
that they felt that these types promoted self-cor-
rection because they got students to reflect on their 
errors and actively make corrections (Amrhein & 
Nassaji, 2010; Diab, 2005). Some teachers also felt 
direct correction was too time-consuming (Am-
rhein & Nassaji, 2010). In addition, teachers tended 
to value feedback on content and organization 
more than correction of grammatical and lexical 
mistakes (Amrhein & Nassaji, 2010; Diab, 2005). 
This was not, however, true of teachers in all of the 
studies. Some studies reported a greater focus on 
the direct correction of grammar errors. However, 
the teachers in these studies felt that metalinguistic 
feedback was the second most important category 
(Furneaux, Paran & Fairfax, 2007; Lee, 2008). Thus, 
although teachers did not always agree about the 
type of feedback they valued most or the errors they 

felt were most in need of treatment, they also felt 
that students should be encouraged to identify and 
correct their mistakes.
 
Student Perspectives According to Previous 
Studies
Most studies related to student perspectives on 
written feedback have reported that students prefer 
direct feedback. Amrhein and Nassaji (2010) found 
that most participants disliked indirect and even 
metalinguistic feedback because they felt these did 
not explain the errors well enough. They valued 
metalinguistic feedback only when it was accompa-
nied by a direct correction. Elwood and Bode (2014) 
also found that students had a clear preference for 
detailed direct feedback over indirect feedback, 
although they appreciated direct corrections that 
were accompanied by a metalinguistic explanation 
over direct correction alone. Lee in two different 
studies (2005, 2008) observed that students pre-
ferred direct feedback with detailed explanations. 
However, in the 2008 paper, Lee also made the 
suggestion that the teacher-centered nature of the 
feedback, in which teachers supplied the answers 
and explanations for the students, made students 
passive and dependent. Indeed, despite student 
demands for more feedback and explanation, stu-
dents were often found to not act on their feedback. 
Elwood and Bode (2014) observed that although 
students expected extensive corrections, they did 
little to correct their mistakes even when revisions 
were required.

The Importance of Explanation
The tendency for students not to act on their 
corrections should not be attributed to a lack of 
motivation alone, but may be caused by a lack of 
understanding of how to use their teachers’ feed-
back to improve their writing. Elwood and Bode 
(2014) suggested that teachers needed to be more 
explicit about their expectations and give students 
clear training on how to utilize their feedback. In 
a study that actually put this recommendation 
into practice, Plonsky and Mills (2006) found that 
student attitudes towards indirect and metalin-
guistic feedback improved after teachers explicitly 
explained their feedback approach.

Usefulness of Feedback
Some researchers have questioned the usefulness of 
feedback, even when both teachers and students are 
diligent in following the feedback system. Truscott 
(1996) argued that corrective feedback could only 
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be considered effective when it led to improvement: 
not only in revised drafts, but in subsequent pieces 
of writing. Since that claim was made, numerous 
studies have shown that corrective feedback can 
have positive and lasting effects. However, these 
have all dealt with focused feedback and have 
centered around improving a single language 
point (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; 
Farrokhi & Sattarpour, 2011; Sheen, 2007; Sheen, 
Wright, & Moldowa, 2009; Shintani & Ellis, 2013). 
Far fewer studies have made similar claims about 
unfocused feedback, though Van Beuningen, De 
Jong, & Kuiken (2012) found that long term gains in 
grammatical accuracy, content, and organization 
could also be made through unfocused feedback.

Methodology
Research Questions
Based on the key themes described above, this study 
was aimed at answering three research questions. 
The first research question was designed to explore 
claims by some researchers that students respond 
better to feedback if teachers take time to explain 
the feedback system used (Elwood & Bode, 2014; 
Plonsky & Mills, 2006). The second research ques-
tion refers to the main four feedback types outlined 
by Ellis (2008). We seek to discern the types of feed-
back used most often by teachers and considered 
most useful by students. Finally, the last question 
addresses the claim by Truscott (1996) that feedback 
can only be effective when it leads to long-term 
improvement by looking at how students felt their 
teachers’ feedback helped them improve.

RQ1. 	 How long do teachers spend explaining 
their feedback systems? Do students feel 
they need more explanation? 

RQ2. 	 Which types of feedback do teachers and 
students prefer, and do these preferences 
differ?

RQ3. 	 Do students feel that their teachers’ 
feedback helps them not make the same 
mistakes in later pieces of writing?

Surveys
The data analyzed in this project resulted from 
two surveys: one administered to 57 teachers and 
one administered to 317 students in a university in 
Japan. An account of the teacher survey data was 
previously published in the APU Journal of Language 
(Jones & Tang, 2017).

Teacher Survey Participants
Teachers who completed the survey consisted of 
colleagues and former colleagues of the authors. 
The prospective participants were contacted with 
an email containing a link to an electronic sur-
vey created on Google Forms. Of the 64 teachers 
contacted to complete the survey, 57 responded: 
a response rate of 89%. In order to make the data 
from the teacher and student surveys comparable, 
nine of these respondents were removed because 
they did not work in the institution where the stu-
dent survey took place. In the end, the data from 48 
teachers’ responses are reported.

Student Survey Participants
The student participants who completed the survey 
were students at all levels of the English program 
at a medium-sized private university in Japan. 
Students in this university take English courses at 
the elementary (CEFR A1), pre-intermediate (CEFR 
A2), intermediate (CEFR B1), and upper intermedi-
ate (CEFR B1+) levels for a total of 2 years of study. 
Students were requested to complete the survey 
voluntarily on the university’s learning manage-
ment system. Of the 563 students enrolled in the 
program, 317 responded: a response rate of 56%. 
This survey was piloted with a class of 20 inter-
mediate (CEFR B1) students. As the students were 
able to understand the questions, no revisions were 
made. The pilot responses were then included in 
the total.

Teacher Survey Design
The teacher survey consisted of three types of ques-
tions: questions about the amount of time teachers 
spent explaining their feedback system, questions 
regarding their preferred corrective feedback types, 
and questions aimed at learning the extent to which 
teachers felt students were able to understand their 
feedback system (see Appendix B). As teachers were 
expected to be fairly knowledgeable about written 
corrective feedback, questions were expressed in 
explicit terms.

Student Survey Design
The student survey explored the same themes 
as the teacher survey but was revised to take the 
unique perspective of students into account (see 
Appendix A). For example, students were asked 
about both the amount of time their teachers spent 
explaining their feedback system and if they felt 
that they needed more explanation time. Regarding 
the questions about feedback type preferences, stu-
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dents could not be expected to understand explicit 
questions about their preferred types. As a result, 
these preferences were elicited implicitly by giving 
them examples of feedback types and asking them, 
on a 5-point Likert scale, the extent to which they 
felt them to be helpful. Items were also given in 
both English and Japanese to ensure understanding. 
The student survey also contained a section that 
elicited the extent to which they felt their teachers’ 
feedback helped them correct future writing.

Results
The results will be discussed in the order of data 
collection, alternating between teacher and student 
surveys. As illustrated in Figure 1, the majority of 
teachers spent less than 30 minutes explaining 
their feedback system and a comparable number 
spent less than 10 minutes. A much smaller number 
allotted more than 30 minutes and an equally small 
number did not spend any time at all explaining the 
feedback system. 

Figure 1. Amount of time teachers used to explain 
feedback system (n = 48).

As shown In Figure 1, 46% of teachers spent 10-30 
minutes explaining their feedback systems. As can 
be seen in Table 1, nearly the same percentage of 
students (47%) reported that their teachers used that 
same range of time. When asked whether or not 
they desired more explanation time, only 90 (31%) 
of the 293 student respondents indicated that they 
did. This student minority can be broken down as 
follows: When no explanation time was given (10 
respondents), five wanted more time devoted to 
explanations; when the amount of time was less than 
10 minutes (86 respondents), 29 desired more; when 
explanations were in the 10-30 minute range (137 
respondents), 43 were eager for clarification. As more 
time was devoted to explanations, the percentage of 
students wanting even more decreased, as is evident 
in the 30-60 minute span when only 10 (of 44 re-
spondents) wanted to know more; of those receiving 
60 minutes or more of explanation, only 3 (of 16 
respondents) wished to have additional information.

Table 1. Student Report of Teacher Explanation Time 
and the Percentage of Students Who Felt They Wanted 
More Explanation (n = 293)

Amount of  
explanation 
time received

Respondents Wanted more 
explanation 

time

N
um

be
r

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 

N
um

be
r

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

None 10 3.41% 5 50.00%

<10 minutes  86 29.35% 29 33.72%

10-30 minutes 137 46.76% 43 31.39%

30-60 minutes 44 15.02% 10 22.73%

60+ minutes 16 5.46% 3 18.75%

Total 293 — 90 30.72%

As can be seen in Table 2, the majority of the 48 
teachers preferred metalinguistic feedback and 
indirect explanations, which is in accordance with 
teacher preferences in prior studies regarding meta-
linguistic feedback. Metalinguistic feedback featur-
ing correction symbols was more often used by 30 
of the instructors but was not nearly as popular as 
metalinguistic explanations (36). Surprisingly, only 
21 preferred indirect feedback. However, the least 
popular mode of feedback for teachers was direct 
feedback, which only 20 claimed to use.

Table 2. The Types of Feedback Most Commonly Used 
by Teachers (n = 48)

Type of feedback used 
by teacher

Number Percentage

Correction symbols 30 63%

Indirect explanations 36 75%

Direct feedback 20 42%

Indirect feedback 21 44%

Note. More than one answer was possible.

The variables listed in Table 3 are the outcomes 
from questions on a 5-point Likert scale in which 
students were given an example of a type of feed-
back and were asked to rate its usefulness from 1 
(not useful at all) to 5 (very useful). The number 
of students (out of 317 in total) who answered the 
questions posed by the five survey items averaged 
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314.8 or 99.3%. Students’ opinions about the feed-
back system their teachers used did not vary greatly: 
mainly neutral (3) and helpful (4). Indirect expla-
nations had the highest mean (4.057) with a small 
standard deviation: 315 respondents found that 
system to be helpful. In fact, the remaining three 
feedback systems were all deemed closer to being 
helpful than neutral by the students, without a wide 
variance, as seen by their respective standard devi-
ations. Indirect feedback had 313 respondents, with 
a mean of 3.997 and a small standard deviation. 
Direct feedback had a total of 315 responses with a 
mean of 3.790 but a slightly higher standard devia-
tion. In comparison, although correction symbols 
also had 315 respondents, its mean was just slightly 
lower as well as its standard deviation. When asked 
if their teachers’ comments would be helpful in 
avoiding the same errors in future writing, 316 par-
ticipants were rather neutral with a slightly higher 
standard deviation.

Table 3. Student Opinions on the Various Types of 
Feedback Received (n = 317)

Correction system Number Mean SD

Correction symbols 315 3.755 0.938

Indirect explanations 315 4.057 0.932

Indirect feedback 313 3.997 0.982

Direct feedback 315 3.790 1.086

How teacher feedback 
prevents errors in 
general

316 3.028 1.102

Note. Answers were on a 5-point Likert scale in which 
students were given an example of a type of feedback and 
were asked to rate its usefulness from 1 (not useful at all) 
to 5 (very useful).

Discussion and Practical Implications
Contrary to the recommendations of Elwood and 
Bode (2014) and Plonsky and Mills (2006) to in-
crease the amount of time spent explaining feed-
back systems, the majority of teachers and students 
felt that the amount of explanation they gave or 
received was sufficient. This is surprising, as most 
teachers and students reported only 6 to 10 minutes 
of explanation time. Indeed, a sizeable minority of 
students indicated that they would like to receive 
more explanation. Thus, even though many stu-
dents may have said that they did not need extra ex-
planation, it would be helpful for teachers to make 
such information available to students who want it, 
in the form of a document or a video lecture.

In terms of preferred feedback methods, it was 
found that both teachers and students showed 
preferences for metalinguistic explanations and 
direct correction. Although this result is similar 
to past studies in regard to student perceptions 
(Amrhein & Nassaji, 2010; Elwood & Bode, 2014; 
Lee, 2005, 2008), it runs contrary to previous 
reports that teachers felt direct correction was too 
time-consuming and did not facilitate self-cor-
rection (Amrhein & Nassaji, 2010; Diab, 2005). 
Moreover, the student respondents in the current 
study showed a more positive attitude to self-cor-
rection than did participants in previous studies. 
Conversely, teachers expressed a reluctance to give 
indirect feedback, most likely because they felt that 
they were not giving students enough instruction. 
Finally, teachers considered correction symbols to 
be useful, but students considered them to be the 
least desirable feedback type, possibly because stu-
dents felt remembering the codes was difficult and 
troublesome in comparison to teachers giving them 
detailed metalinguistic explanations.

These findings show that students may be more 
flexible in their feedback preferences than earlier 
studies have suggested. Although students reacted 
positively to examples of direct correction, they 
also showed positive attitudes towards indirect 
correction. Moreover, their positive attitudes to-
wards metalinguistic explanation but less positive 
attitudes towards correction symbols indicate that 
though they want to have their errors explained to 
them, they are not interested in memorizing sym-
bols. Of course, writing out metalinguistic expla-
nations for every error would be a time-consuming 
task for teachers. However, with new feedback 
technology, such as the “quick note” feature on Tur-
nitin, it is possible for teachers to create a detailed 
and standardized digital list of comments that can 
be used to indicate student errors just as quickly as 
writing shorthand correction symbols on paper.

In regard to the comprehensibility of the feed-
back, though it was found that both teachers and 
students agreed that they were able to under-
stand the feedback well enough to make revisions, 
students were less confident that they would stop 
making the same errors in future writing. Indeed, 
most students felt that they would continue to 
make the same mistakes, with only a small num-
ber believing that corrections helped them avoid 
making similar subsequent mistakes. The fact that 
students have this feeling of uncertainty about their 
writing improvement also makes a strong case for 
more focused feedback. 
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Limitations and Further Research
One of the limitations of this study was the indi-
rect nature of the survey question design. Because 
students were not expected to understand the 
feedback typology used in this study, they were not 
clearly asked about their preferences for differ-
ent modes of feedback for each category of error 
(content, organization, vocabulary, and grammar). If 
replicated, a more detailed, qualitative study focus-
ing on student perceptions of feedback in a number 
of error categories would be useful.

Although it is interesting that the majority of 
participants felt that their teachers’ corrections 
did not help them to avoid making the same errors 
in future writing, this information is incomplete 
because teachers were not asked their opinions 
about this. It would be useful to see if teachers 
themselves agreed. Moreover, this study has only 
explored general teacher and student perceptions 
about feedback. An experimental longitudinal study 
objectively investigating student cognitive processes 
in receiving corrections to an initial piece of writing 
and how those carry over into the formulation of 
new pieces of writing would be a next step in un-
derstanding the processes at work and determining 
an effective and practical way to develop student 
accuracy and proofreading ability.

Despite focused feedback being a popular topic 
in recent studies, opinions regarding this feedback 
type were not explored because it is not currently 
being used at the university where this study took 
place. In the experimental longitudinal study pro-
posed above, tasks involving focused and unfocused 
feedback types could also be observed.

Conclusion
In regard to the first research question inquiring 
about the amount of time teachers spent explain-
ing their feedback system and the level of students’ 
satisfaction with it, these findings show that the 
majority of teachers and students felt the brief time 
spent explaining the feedback system was suffi-
cient. Nonetheless, there was a sizeable minority of 
students who believed that they could have received 
more explanation. This indicates the need for 
teachers to make such explanations available, if not 
during class time, at least in the form of supplemen-
tary resources.

Concerning the second research question about 
the types of feedback that teachers and students 
preferred, it was also found that they were largely in 
agreement. There was a general belief that meta-
linguistic explanation was important. Nonetheless, 
most students felt that this should be given as a 

clear explanation as opposed to a system of codes. 
Current technology, such as digital feedback suites 
like Turnitin, makes it possible for teachers to pro-
vide this type of detail while retaining the efficiency 
of a feedback code system. Also, it was found that 
although students reported finding direct feedback 
useful, no doubt because it provided a clear expla-
nation for their errors, they also had a positive view 
of indirect feedback, indicating that they under-
stood the importance of self-correction.

Finally, to address the last research question 
about students’ feelings that teacher feedback 
helped them avoid the same mistakes in future 
writing, students indicated that although teachers 
corrected their mistakes, they were likely to make 
the same errors in subsequent writing. This is an 
issue that needs to be investigated in more detail. 
It also indicates that more needs to be done to 
attempt to integrate focused feedback, which recent 
studies have suggested as a way to circumvent 
this problem, into regular classroom practices. An 
experimental longitudinal study examining both 
student cognitive processes in revising their writing 
and formulating new pieces of writing would be a 
useful continuation of the present study.
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Appendix A
Corrective Feedback for Writing Beliefs and 
Practices Survey (for Students)
1. How much class time did your teacher spend 
explaining his/her feedback system for writing? / ど
のくらいの時間、先生がフィードバックシステムについてを
説明しますか？
•	 None
•	 <10 minutes
•	 10-30 minutes
•	 30-60 minutes
•	 60+ minutes

2. Do you feel that your teacher should spend more 
time explaining their feedback system for writing? / 
先生のフィードバックシステムをもっと詳しく説明したほう
が良いと思いますか？
•	 No / いいえ。
•	 Yes, a little more / はい、もう少し説明したほうがい

いと思う。
•	 Yes, much more time / はい、もっと時間をかけて

説明したほうがいいと思う。

3. To what extent do you agree with this statement: 
Correction symbols (for example, writing “VT” to 
indicate a verb tense error) every time I make a 
mistake are helpful because they lead me to making 
corrections myself. / どの程度当てはまりますか： コレク
ションシンボルが、間違いを自分で正すのに毎回役に立
っていると思う。例えば “VT” など動詞の時制の間違いを
示すものなど。

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Completely

4. To what extent do you agree with this statement: 
Written hints from the teacher (For example, “You 
are not using the correct verb tense”) every time I 
make a mistake are helpful because they lead me to 
making corrections myself. / どの程度当てはまります
か。：先生からの手書きのヒントが間違いを自分で正すの
毎回役に立っていると思う。例えば、“正しい時制をつかっ
ていないですよ” など。
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1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Completely

5. To what extent do you agree with this statement: 
It is helpful when the teacher underlines all of my 
mistakes because I can know it is a mistake and 
figure out how to correct it myself. / どの程度当ては
まりますか：すべての間違いに下線が引いてあると間違い
を自分で見つけて正すのに役に立っていると思う。

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Completely

6. To what extent do you agree with this statement: 
It is helpful when the teacher corrects my mistakes 
for me because I do not know how to correct them 
myself. / どの程度当てはまりますか： どうやって間違いを
正せばいいかわからないので、先生が間違いを正してお
いてくれる助かる。

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Completely

To what extent do you agree with this statement: I 
continue to make similar grammar mistakes even if 
my teacher corrects me. / どの程度当てはまりますか： 
先生から訂正されても同じような文法の間違いを繰り返
してしまう。

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Completely

Appendix B
Corrective Feedback Beliefs and Practices Survey 
(for Teachers)

A. How many years have you taught L2 writing?
•	 1-2 years
•	 3-10 years
•	 10+ years

B. What context do you teach in?
•	 ESL (Students are living in an English-speaking 

country and need English to communicate)
•	 EFL (Students are not living in an English- 

speaking country)

C. What level of education have you completed (or 
in progress)?
•	 BA
•	 MA
•	 PhD

D. What was/is your primary field of study for your 
degree? (i.e. Applied Linguistics, Literature, etc.)
_________________________________________

E. In what level do you teach? (Multiple choice with 
standard descriptors and CEFR level scale)
•	 A1 (Beginner/Elementary)
•	 A2 (Pre-Intermediate)
•	 B1 (Intermediate)
•	 B2 (Upper Intermediate)
•	 C1 (Advanced)

F. Which system(s) do you use to correct student 
writing? (Check all that apply)
•	 Indicate error has occurred and specify type of 

error with correction symbols
•	 Indicate error has occurred and give a written 

hint of how to correct it
•	 Indicate an error has occurred but do not spec-

ify the type
•	 Correct the error for the student.
•	 Directly tell the student about their writing.
•	 Other:

F2. (Optional) If you chose different systems, briefly 
explain the situations when you use them and ratio-
nale for using them.
_________________________________________

G. How much class time do you spend explaining 
your feedback system?
•	 None
•	 <10 minutes
•	 10-30 minutes
•	 30-60 minutes
•	 60+ minutes

G2. (Optional) Briefly elaborate on what you do to 
explain your feedback system.
_________________________________________
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H. Do you feel that students understand and re-
member your feedback?
•	 Almost none of them understand
•	 Most students do not understand
•	 Some do and some do not
•	 Most students understand
•	 All students understand clearly

H2. (Optional) If you feel that they do not under-
stand, why do you continue to use this method?
_________________________________________

I. Do you have a document (e.g. correction symbols 
list) which you give to students that explains your 
corrective feedback system?
•	 Yes
•	 No

I2. If yes, what information does the document 
contain?
_________________________________________
I3. If no, why isn’t a document provided?
_________________________________________

J. Do you require students to produce a revised draft 
after you give them feedback?
•	 Yes
•	 No

J2. If yes, is it graded and how much is it worth? Do 
you feel that it motivates students to revise their 
work? 
_________________________________________

J3. If no, do you feel that students check and review 
their comments anyway?

K. How much time does it take for you to correct 
one page of student work?
•	 <5 minutes
•	 6-10 minutes
•	 11-15 minutes
•	 16-20 minutes
•	 20+ minutes

L. When you correct student work, how do you do 
so? (Check all that apply)
•	 On paper
•	 Verbally Face to Face
•	 Electronic Written Feedback
•	 Electronic Oral Feedback (Screencast)

L2. If you use different modalities for different types 
of tasks, please briefly explain.
_________________________________________

M. How do you give feedback about content?
•	 Indicate a problem with content and specify 

type of problem with correction symbols
•	 Indicate a problem with content and give a 

written hint of how to rectify it
•	 Indicate a problem with content but do not 

specify what it is
•	 Directly tell the student what is missing or 

unclear
•	 Other:

M2. If you chose more than one method, briefly 
explain when you would use each method.
_________________________________________

M3. Do you feel that students are able to take action 
on your corrections about content?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

N. How do you give feedback about organization?
•	 Indicate a problem with organization and spec-

ify type of problem with correction symbols
•	 Indicate a problem with organization and give a 

written hint of how to rectify it
•	 Indicate a problem with organization but do 

not specify what it is
•	 Directly explain what the problem is
•	 Other:

N2. If you chose more than one method, briefly 
explain when you would use each method.
_________________________________________
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N3. Do you feel that students are able to make cor-
rections based on your feedback about organization?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

N4. Do you feel that it helps them to avoid similar 
problems in later pieces of writing?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

O. How do you give feedback about vocabulary?
•	 Indicate error has occurred and specify type of 

error with correction symbols
•	 Indicate error has occurred and give a written 

hint of how to rectify it
•	 Indicate an error has occurred but do not spec-

ify the type
•	 Correct the error for the student.
•	 Other:

O2. If you chose more than one method, briefly 
explain when you would use each method.
_________________________________________

O3. Do you feel that students are able to make cor-
rections based on your feedback about vocabulary?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

O4. Do you feel that it helps them to avoid similar 
problems in later pieces of writing?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

P. How do you give feedback about grammar?
•	 Indicate error has occurred and specify type of 

error with correction symbols
•	 Indicate error has occurred and give a written 

hint of how to rectify it
•	 Indicate an error has occurred but do not spec-

ify the type
•	 Correct the error for the student.
•	 Other:

P2. If you chose more than one method, briefly 
explain when you would use each method.
_________________________________________

P3. How likely do you feel that students are to make 
corrections based on your feedback about grammar?

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly 

agree
Strongly 
disagree

Q. How many types of grammatical errors do you 
focus on when you grade a paper?
•	 1-2
•	 3-4
•	 4-6
•	 7-9
•	 All of them

Q2. If you do not give feedback about all grammat-
ical errors, which errors do you give feedback about 
and why?
_______________________________________

Teachers are invited to submit proposals for pre-
recorded video presentations, 5 to 20 minutes in 
length, sharing their experience of remote teaching. 
A rolling vetting process for proposals from May 
through August, 15 will take place. Videos will be 
posted on the conference site through September. 
For more details - https://sites.google.com/view/

teacherjourneys2020 

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

September 30. 
https://sites.google.com/view/

sddpalresearchconference/home  
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[JALT PRAXIS]  TLT INTERVIEWS
Torrin Shimono & James Nobis
TLT Interviews brings you direct insights from leaders in the field of language learning, teach-
ing, and education—and you are invited to be an interviewer! If you have a pertinent issue you 
would like to explore and have access to an expert or specialist, please make a submission of 
2,000 words or less. 
Email: interviews@jalt-publications.org

Welcome to the July/August edition of TLT Interviews! 
For this issue, we feature an enlightening conversation 
between two of TLT’s very own column editors, Mari 
Nakamura and Torrin Shimono. At her JALT2019 ple-
nary talk, Ms. Nakamura presented how collaborative 
projects between her students and students from coun-
tries outside of Japan can work to foster intercultural 
understanding which in turn positively affects learner 
agency and teacher efficacy. For a recorded live stream 
of Ms. Nakamura’s session, please visit the link below. 
After her plenary, Dr. Shimono sat down with Ms. Na-
kamura to further discuss her presentation and work. 
Mari Nakamura  has 25 years’ experience in teaching 
young learners and teenagers at her own language 
school, English Square, in Kanazawa, Japan. She has 
also provided numerous teacher training seminars all 
around Japan as an author of multiple ELT materials. 
She earned a master’s degree in TEYL from Aston Uni-
versity, and has been volunteering as a co-editor of the 
JALT TLT Younger Learners Column since 2015. Dr. Shi-
mono has taught learners of all age groups for more 
than 10 years in Japan and is currently an assistant pro-
fessor at Kindai University in the Department of Law. 
He has earned a Ph.D. from Temple University and his 
research interests include reading fluency, pronuncia-
tion, motivation, self-efficacy, and testing. So, without 
further ado, to the interview!

JALT2019 plenary live stream: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bItVuS1893Q&t=1475s

An Interview with Mari 
Nakamura
Torrin R. Shimono
Kindai University

Torrin Shimono: How did it feel to be a plenary 
speaker at the JALT2019 conference in front of such a 
big audience?

Mari Nakamura: I felt deeply honored, and it felt 
rather surreal! 

It must have been a good opportunity for you.

Yeah. My school is home-based and very small. And 
I have always considered myself to be an “indie 
teacher”—you know, not mainstream—doing some-
thing a little different from others, perhaps. I have 
been trying to make a difference, in a small way, and 
JALT gave me this huge stage to share my profes-
sional journey. 

You mentioned that you have been teaching young 
learners for over 25 years?

Oh, now I feel old.

No, that’s great! Can you tell me how you got involved 
in teaching English?

Yeah, my family was based in Kobe, but due to my 
husband’s work, we moved to Joetsu in Niigata. We 
started a new life there, and I was doing some trans-
lation work using a huge dictionary. One of my 
neighbors noticed it and asked me to teach English 
to her children. I said, “OK, I’ll give it a try!” This is 
how I started teaching young learners. 

And you enjoyed it right from the start?

Well, I had one class for children and several classes 
for adults. I figured teaching children was much 
more difficult than teaching grown-ups. Hon-
estly, at first, I really didn’t enjoy teaching young 
ones that much, but as I continued working with 
them, through trial and error, I have learned what 
worked well with them and why it worked. I was 
also intrigued by how young learners responded to 
my instruction, and how they were brutally honest! 
Sometimes people ask me, “Who is your mentor?” 
I often say that the best teacher trainer for me has 
always been my students because they show their 
feelings with little inhibition. By observing them 
carefully, I gradually learned how to teach and guide 
them. It has been so rewarding.

How did you maintain your motivation to teach young 
learners for so many years?

Yeah, I sometimes ask myself, “Why have I been do-
ing this for such a long time and never get bored?” 
I think it is because teaching this age group is a 
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true challenge. There are so many things to learn, 
and I’m quite inquisitive. If I find something that is 
challenging, I really want to figure out how to do 
it better. The challenge itself motivates me. And, 
you know, each child is so unique. There is always 
something new to learn from them—in every les-
son. Maybe that is the reason why I’ve been doing 
this for so long. 

Can you explain how you started your current school, 
English Square?

Five years into my teaching in Niigata, my husband 
was relocated to Toyama Prefecture. So, I started 
a home-based school there. Then again, four years 
later, we ended up moving to Kanazawa in Ishikawa 
Prefecture. After the move, I decided to work on 
professional development and completed an online 
TEFL program in two years. In 2001, I opened 
English Square in the current location. I recall I 
had about around 30 students in the first year. My 
school has expanded gradually over time, and cur-
rently, I have about 100 students. 

And you are the only teacher?

Yes. It’s just me. I do everything—from cleaning, 
curriculum design, to teaching. 

What is the age range of the students you teach?

Right now, from 5-year-olds to 17-year-olds. I also 
teach part time at Kanazawa University. I just start-
ed this spring. You know, I like new challenges!

How is that going by the way?

It’s been an inspiring experience. I teach first-year 
students public speech and academic writing. A 
nice surprise is that what I’ve learned from children 
helps me teach at the tertiary level enormously, 
especially in terms of motivation and classroom 
management. For example, I take the time to know 
each student as a person and use different group 
formations to keep the students engaged in class. 
The lessons I have learned from children turned out 
to be my asset as a teacher. 

You said in your plenary that students who find an 
emotional connection to their learning tend to achieve 
higher, have increased motivation, and have the ability 
to make learning more meaningful to themselves.

Yes. Young EFL learners have very little contact 
with English language outside the classrooms. This 
makes the role of a teacher in making their learning 
experience in class emotionally engaging and cogni-
tively stimulating, critically important. Intercultural 

exchange projects that I shared at my plenary talk 
can be one of the most effective tools in connecting 
our students with their global peers and making 
their language learning come alive. 

You said that your students range from 5- to 17-years-
old. Do they usually stay at your school the whole time 
during those years?

Yeah, most of them do. It’s really interesting to see 
how they grow up over time. 

They have to leave after 17?

Yeah, unfortunately, I don’t have the time to add 
more classes to my already full schedule! But a nice 
thing is that I sometimes bump into those students 
who “graduated” from my school on the campus at 
Kanazawa University.

That must be really nice! In your plenary, you talked 
about various types of intercultural exchange projects 
with both English speaking and non-English speaking 
countries which is great. But could you tell us how you 
keep track of your students’ linguistic development over 
the years?

I use formative assessments to monitor my stu-
dents’ linguistic development. It’s done by keeping 
a simple record of the students’ performance after 
each lesson. The record sheet has columns for lin-
guistic and attitudinal goals. Also, once every three 
months, I do a developmentally appropriate task for 
a summative assessment in which children exhibit 
what they have learned. For example, lower-grade 
students create a simple mini-book using the lan-
guage items they have learned, and older students 
create original stories based on what they have read 
in class or independently. Intercultural exchange 
projects offer children great opportunities to use 
the language they have learned for real communica-
tion, and I use their work for assessment as well. 

Do you prioritize any skills for young learners?

In terms of linguistic skills for younger children, 
I focus on listening, speaking and basic phonics. 
Kindergarten to Grade 1 level students acquire 
these skills through a story-based curriculum which 
incorporates shared reading and systematic phonics 
instruction. As they grow older, the focus gradually 
shifts towards literacy and learning skills. In upper 
grade elementary classes, for example, they engage 
in extensive reading, book report writing, and jour-
nal writing. The focus in secondary level classes is 
the development of 21st century skills: communica-
tion, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity. 
The students have project-based classes in which 
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they do research on a given topic, create reports or 
posters, and exchange ideas with classmates. 

How do you deal with reluctant learners?

Oh, I have some shy ones. Nobody believes this, but 
I was also a shy girl—painfully shy. So I can relate 
to them on a personal level. One thing I am careful 
about is not to expect all of my students to partici-
pate in all the activities in the same way. For exam-
ple, if a child is not singing aloud like other students 
are, I accept the way he is because chances are 
that he is absorbing the language in his own way. 
He may have some other preferred ways to learn 
English, for example, by reading a story silently. 
And who knows? He might be singing aloud in the 
bathroom! So I try to attend to individual students’ 
needs as flexibly as possible. The small class-size at 
my school (6-7 students) allows me to do that. 

What is your view about using only English in the 
classroom?

I see our first language as a resource to be utilized 
to see what is going on in our students’ minds, so 
I do not prohibit children from using Japanese as 
long as they are on track. For example, when we 
are engaging in interactive reading using a picture 
book, some children join in the experience using 
Japanese. I regard it to be a natural way for them to 
respond to a story. In such an instance, instead of 
telling them not to use Japanese, I accept their ut-
terance and respond to it in English. If a child says, 
“Uh, spaghetti daisuki,” I say, “Oh, you like spaghetti? 
Me too!” Or I say, “You like spaghetti? Please say, ‘I—
like—spaghetti.’” With this approach, I can draw out 
simple language from them. 

But having said this, we stick to English most 
of the time in young children’s classes. Once my 
students become Grade 3, I make them check the 
answers of the workbooks together or work on “no-
ticing” activities in pairs. In these tasks, I encourage 
them to discuss in Japanese. One of the reasons why 
I do this is I believe what they cannot do in their 
mother tongue, they cannot do in a foreign lan-
guage. They need to learn how to discuss, negotiate, 
and help each other in Japanese in order for them 
to be able to do that in English. When they become 
Grade 7 or 8, they naturally switch to English. It’s 
amazing how well they apply the skills they learned 
in their mother tongue when the right time for 
them has come. 

As you know, Japanese students have many tests to 
take…

Way too much testing!

Do you do any test preparation in your school? If a 
student says, “I want to study for this test,” do you help 
him or her with that test?

I never help them with school tests, nor do they 
ask me to. I think it is because they know what to 
expect from my classes. It is important for school 
owners to make our teaching philosophy clear be-
fore the parents decide to send their children to our 
schools. From the outset, I make it very clear that 
I don’t teach to the tests. I don’t use Eiken achieve-
ment to advertise my school, either. None of the 
students or parents consider my school to be a cram 
school. 

So what is your philosophy that you tell prospective 
students then?

I tell the prospects that I value children’s curiosity 
and willingness to communicate. I also explain the 
curriculum at my school, with the emphasis on the 
importance of developmentally appropriate tasks. 
Actually, they come to my school knowing what 
sort of curriculum my school has because I commu-
nicate these key points on social media and my blog 
quite regularly. So the sign up rate has been 100% in 
the last several years. 

Do you ever discuss ideas of global citizenship as you 
discussed in your plenary?

I do. Unfortunately, most of the parents are not very 
familiar with the concept. In recent years, it seems 
they are more driven by the fear of being left out in 
the “global economy” that they often hear on media. 
As I see it, even though we discuss global citizenship 
and intercultural awareness in the teacher’s com-
munity, the parents’ focus is more on competition, 
which is a pity. But once the parents see how their 
children respond to the intercultural exchange 
projects, they see its value. So these projects play 
an important role in inspiring and enlightening the 
parents, not only the students. 

You mentioned in your presentation that creativity in 
the learning process is vital. Why do you think it is so 
important for Japanese learners to learn English with a 
creative aspect in the learning process?

Research suggests that critical thinking and creativ-
ity have not been actively promoted in the Japanese 
school system, and this matches with what I hear 
from my students. Being creative thinkers is critical 
for our students’ future. The Japanese government 
is starting to accept more immigrant workers, and 
hopefully, they will also start accepting more refu-
gees and immigrant workers’ families as well. When 
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that happens, our students need to collaborate with 
these new community members to find creative 
solutions for the issues that arise. And of course, 
creativity is required in any marketplace given the 
rapid advancement of AI technology. So when I say, 
“creativity,” it’s not about art, it’s more about think-
ing critically and collaborating with peers to come 
up with the solutions for some issues they are going 
to face in the future.

I wish your projects that you presented about could be 
implemented into the public schools. You mentioned 
that some of them are being implemented into the 
Kanazawa elementary schools, is that right?

Yes. English has been taught in Kanazawa since 
2006 as a special deregulated area for English edu-
cation. And the intercultural exchange projects have 
been conducted through collaboration between 
Professor Shimizu Kazuhisa at Kanazawa Seiryo 
University and several public elementary school 
teachers for more than a decade. Professor Shimizu 
has been offering continuing professional develop-
ment opportunities such as meetings and training 
sessions for classroom teachers, which I believe to 
be a key to success. He has been investing a lot of 
energy in those projects with this strong belief: “If 
children are exposed to different cultures and inter-
act with foreign students, they will never think of 
starting a war.” I really hope that many profession-
als will be inspired by what he has been doing.

From my own experience working in elementary 
schools in Japan, I found that the students mostly were 
open to learning English and had a positive attitude. 
However, sometimes I felt the teachers were less than 
enthusiastic. How can we help improve this situation?

Well, first of all, we need to acknowledge that 
school teachers are overworked. Many of them are 
in survival mode, and they tend to show resistance 
to something new, in this case English education. 
Perhaps we can all relate to the feeling. It’s not 
their fault. It’s more the fault of our government’s 
education policy. If the government wants children 
to learn English, they need to invest in it—most im-
portantly in professional development. What I want 
to tell the school teachers, given this circumstance, 
is to start small. As I shared a story of my former 
student at my plenary, just one exchange of letters 
can be a life changing experience for some students. 
Once the teachers actually see what a big difference 
they can make with a small project, they will be 
inspired to be creative for their students and keep 
on looking into new possibilities. Perhaps a class 
can make just one poster with each student’s simple 
message. It’s very simple and doesn’t cost very much 

either. With the use of ICT (Information and Com-
munication Technology), it can be made even easier. 
I really want to emphasize starting small. 

You mentioned various projects in your plenary. If you 
can only choose one, which one was the most successful 
in your opinion?

The One Day in the Life Project with children in Uru-
guay. It was an online intercultural exchange proj-
ect between 26 Grade 2 students at a public school 
in Uruguay and six Grade 3 students at my school. 
The principal and I “met” on the website iEARN (In-
ternational Education and Resource Network). We 
started the project in July 2019 and continued it till 
January 2020. That was my first experience doing 
an online project with young children. I needed to 
work up the courage to do that. Honestly, I didn’t 
know anything about this small country in South 
America, and I was not sure if my students would be 
interested in the project! Once the project started 
though, the students drove the project with their 
own interest and curiosity and the desire for con-
nection—they amazed me with their enthusiasm 
and energy. In this project, the students exchanged 
their photos, videos, PowerPoint presentations, and 
text messages on an online platform with the aim 
of learning the daily lives in each country. At one 
moment, some officers at the Embassy of Japan in 
Uruguay visited the elementary school to observe 
our project. 

In October, my students created a handmade 
book titled, Autumn Food in Japan, and we airmailed 
it to Uruguay by post. It took about three weeks to 
get there! The students in Uruguay sent us a box 
full of lovely handmade materials at the end of the 
project as well. The joyous moments of reading 
the handmade books and opening the box were 
shared on the online platform, and both sides of the 
students were ecstatic about these experiences. So, 
I think it’s ideal to have tangible student products 
such as letters, drawings, and crafts as well as doing 
exchange online. Perhaps the hybrid approach is the 
best. 

Amazing. What kinds of professional careers are your 
former students now involved in?

One of my students who majored in Chinese at uni-
versity now works in a famous hotel in Tokyo. She 
can use Chinese, English, and Japanese and that was 
one of the main reasons why she was hired. And 
she really enjoys the work. One former student is 
studying medicine at the university where I work. I 
sometimes see him on campus, and he gives me up-
dates on how his English study is going. In a recent 
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e-mail he wrote that he was going to join a study 
abroad project next academic year. Many of my 
students choose to major in English or intercultural 
communication at university. That’s awesome.

What do you hope to see in the future with regards to 
English education in Japan? If you could change one 
thing, what would it be?

I would allocate a bigger budget for English educa-
tion at public schools to provide homeroom teach-
ers and English teachers with continuing teacher 
development opportunities. If they receive training, 
for example, on a student-centered approach and 
lesson planning, they will feel more confident and 
more willing to explore new ways to guide their 
students. And it will be great if these teachers are 
given more discretion on curriculum design, which 
I believe promotes their teacher-efficacy and agency. 

I one hundred percent agree. I hope all of what you 
have said happens!

As I have said, I consider myself to be an outlier—an 
indie teacher. Some English instructors at elemen-
tary schools have told me that they wanted me to be 
more vocal about the issues because the teachers in 
the system tend to be hesitant to share their ideas 
and feelings at work. This is perhaps related to our 
culture that values conformity. And someone like 
me who is outside the system, they say, may be in 
a better position to share new methodologies and 
approaches. 

I really hope you propose your ideas and projects to the 
Ministry of Education.

I sometimes do teacher training sessions for the 
Board of Education and do special workshops for 
future teachers at universities, so I will continue to 
do my share to contribute to the teaching commu-
nity in a little bit different way than other trainers—
or what has been done in the past. We have to start 
small! 

[JALT PRAXIS]  MY SHARE
Steven Asquith & Lorraine Kipling
We welcome submissions for the My Share column. Submissions should be up to 600 words 
describing a successful technique or lesson plan you have used that can be replicated by read-
ers, and should conform to the My Share format (see the guidelines on our website below). 
Email: my-share@jalt-publications.org • Web: https://jalt-publications.org/tlt/departments/myshare

Hello to all our valued readers and contributors. We 
hope that this summer edition of My Share finds you in 
good health. It has certainly been a strange few months 
in the world of teaching and, well, everything! 

Many teachers have been under great pressure to 
deliver classes in less-than-desirable conditions, includ-
ing scrabbling together to put materials online while 
taking care of family in makeshift home offices. It hasn’t 
been easy for many people, and a return to ‘normal’ 
(whatever that looks like) will be a great relief. In the 
meantime, if you have developed an activity that has 
been successful in the face of adversity, please do get 
in touch with us about getting your ideas published!

As our production schedule runs a couple of months 
in advance, our submissions this time were not de-

signed as ‘lessons in a time of corona.’ Nevertheless, 
each activity has potential to be delivered at a distance. 
Akiko Tsuda’s project on Japanese cuisine can integrate 
at-home research as well as online collaboration, while 
Anthony Sellick’s bite-sized topic-based speech activity 
would work as well over video conferencing, as it does 
in person. Meanwhile, Paul Tanner’s personalized news 
project can help students to reflect on these interesting 
times, while getting to grips with writing in the third 
person. Finally, Eng Hai Tan’s sushi-themed conversa-
tion activity can be organized in online chats as well as 
face to face, to give students a fun and engaging way 
to interact and get to know each other better.

Please remember that in times like these you can’t be 
expected to strive for perfection. Prioritize health and 
well-being, and we will live to teach another day. We 
hope you enjoy this round of activities, and that sharing 
ideas that work within the teaching community might 
ease a little of that pressure so many are facing. We 
look forward to finding out what has worked for you, 
and sharing more ideas in the next edition! 

Wishing you good health, 
Lorraine and Steven

Communities of Teachers and 
Learners
46th Annual International Conference 
on Language Teaching and Learning & 
Educational Materials Exhibition

Tsukuba International Congress Center 
(Epochal Tsukuba), Tsukuba, Ibaraki, Japan

November 20–23, 2020
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A Showcase of Japanese 
Cuisine 
Akiko Tsuda 
Nakamura Gakuen University
atsuda@nakamura-u.ac.jp

Quick Guide
	» Keywords: CLIL, Japanese food, presentation
	» Learner English level: Mixed
	» Learner maturity: High School, University 

Preparation time: 20 minutes to 1 hour
	» Activity time: 10 minutes per group 

Materials: Computers, presentation software such 
as PowerPoint (student choice), evaluation sheet 
for student presentations.

Japanese cuisine, or washoku, is designated by 
UNESCO as an Intangible Heritage. As the country 
becomes more globalized, there is a greater need for 
food-related conversations with English-speaking 
people in local communities. In addition, food is in-
teresting and accessible to a broad range of students 
of all levels, and even students beginning to learn 
the English language can contribute something to 
the class. Using a project based on group research, 
students can collaborate to describe a familiar topic 
and feel confident giving presentations.

Preparation
Step 1: Check with school librarians and content 
teachers, such as culinary arts and home economics 
instructors, to ensure that they are willing to be 
used as resources for this project
Step 2: Look for various Japanese cooking videos 
in English to show students in class (For example, 
the video clip: “Learn About Kyushu Cuisine with 
Traditional Recipes: Chicken Namban.”)

Procedure
Step 1: During the brainstorming phase, instructors 
show students some realia such as restaurant 
menus, Japanese cookbooks, or short video clips 
in English of Japanese cooking. If the class has 
international students, they can share their own 
experiences of Japanese food. 
Step 2: Divide students into groups of four or five. 
Discuss which aspects of Japanese food they would 
like to talk about. Each group may focus on a partic-

ular food, a specific food culture, cooking method, 
or any other aspect relating to Japanese food.
Groups decide which presentation format they will 
use: PowerPoint slideshows, quiz shows, cooking 
performances, or role plays. There is only one rule, 
each group member should say at least five sentenc-
es in English. As an option, instructors can record 
the student performances.
Step 3: Students research their topic at home or 
in the school library and gather material. Content 
teachers might give some advice for cooking 
methods.
Step 4: Each student must bring books and/or 
printouts of the information they found to class and 
design a presentation with their group members. 
If students ask for help, check the scripts, Power-
Point slides of their presentations, or listen to their 
rehearsals. Encourage students to show creativity. 
Students are encouraged to practice their lines for 
homework. 
Step 5: Next class, students deliver their group 
presentations. The rest of the class enjoys watching 
and checking the presentations using the evaluation 
sheet (see Appendix).
Step 6: Collect evaluation sheets, read aloud several 
comments to each group, and announce the best 
group based on their total points. If the class is 
large, this can be a weekly activity, and the overall 
best presentation can be decided at the end of term 
from among the weekly winners. 

Conclusion
This activity works well, even in large, mixed-level 
classrooms. No lengthy explanations are required to 
describe Japanese food culture, such as the school 
lunch system, festive dishes, or local cuisines. 
Through this project, many students reveal hidden 
talents as cooks, quiz show hosts, or actors. Instruc-
tors themselves will learn a lot about Japanese food 
culture from their students. Additionally, instruc-
tors and international students can talk about their 
homemade recipes in English to Japanese students. 

Reference
Mido, N., & Tsuda, A. (2017). Learn about Kyushu 

Cuisine with traditional recipes! Chicken Namban. 
Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Z8yTAhdG0QA
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Appendix
Sample Evaluation Sheet

Group Name

Visual Aids

Eye Contact

Memorization

Delivery

Entertainment

Contents

Total

1=Poor 2=Average 3=Good 4=Excellent

Comments for the best presenters:  

The 10-Second Topic Talk 
Challenge
Anthony Sellick
Faculty of Teacher Education, Shumei 
University
sellick@mailg.shumei-u.ac.jp

Quick Guide
	» Keywords: Speaking, presentations, speeches, 

free talk
	» Learner English level: False beginner and above
	» Learner maturity: Age 11+
	» Preparation time: 1 minute
	» Activity time: Varies
	» Materials: Class board and markers, or topic 

cards (as appropriate), timing device (e.g., smart-
phone, clock, stopwatch).

Speech and recitation contests are common 
events in Japan. Participation can help students 
develop their confidence in expressing themselves 
in English and improving their spoken English is a 
primary reason why students take part. However, 
many students lack confidence in public speaking 
and speaking in a foreign language for a minute 
or two can be quite a daunting task. This article 
presents an approach that seeks to build confidence 

in public speaking by beginning with a very short 
time period.

Preparation
Step 1: Prepare a list of 10 to 20 back-up topics as 
prompts. These could be random topics, or review 
topics related to a specific area of study. Ideally, stu-
dents will come up with their own topics as well.
Step 2: Create a deck of prepared topic cards, if 
desired. Otherwise, topics can be given verbally, or 
written on the class board.

Procedure
Step 1: Explain to the students that they will make a 
presentation about a topic with no preparation, but 
that the presentation will only be ten seconds long.
Step 2: Elicit a range of topics from the students 
before beginning the activity and write them on the 
class board. This is especially helpful the first time 
this activity is used with a class.
Step 3: Model an example, asking the students to 
choose the topic. The example should match the 
students’ ability level, and students should time 
the example. For example, a sample topic talk for 
students in grades 6 or 7 could be: “I’m going to talk 
about ice cream. I love ice cream. My favorite kind 
of ice cream is mint chocolate chip. I eat ice cream 
every day in the summer. Let’s eat ice cream togeth-
er! [Students indicate the time is up.] Thank you.”
Step 4: Choose the first student or call for a volun-
teer. 
Step 5: The first student goes to the front of the 
class. The student is then given a few seconds to 
think about the topic they will talk about (or to 
choose one from the prepared list of topics). Then, 
when the teacher says “Go” or “Start”, the student 
states what their chosen topic is and begins talking 
about it. If a student is struggling to choose a topic, 
the teacher should suggest one. 
Step 6: After ten seconds have passed, inform the 
student their time is up. The student returns to 
their seat and the next student takes their turn. 
Have each student nominate the next speaker (and 
possibly the topic they will talk about). This can 
make the activity faster and more fun and help 
maintain class engagement in the activity. If the 
teacher wants to make the activity more challeng-
ing, they should allow each topic to be used once 
only.
Step 7: Once every student has made their presen-
tation, the activity is complete.
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Conclusion
This is a fun and lively activity that can be com-
pleted in a relatively short time, which means that 
even the weakest student can take part meaning-
fully. Once the students are comfortable with this 
activity, the teacher can gradually increase the time 
increments to make it more challenging. Why not 
try this 10-second challenge to boost your students’ 
confidence and fluency? 

Student News of the Year  
Paul Tanner
Shiga University                                                                                                              
pdtanner@biwako.shiga-u.ac.jp

Quick Guide                                                                                                                                           
	» Keywords: Newspaper, third-person, summary, 

headline, quotation                                                          
	» Learner English level: Intermediate to advanced                                                                                       
	» Learner maturity: High school and above                                                                                       
	» Preparation time: Varies, but is minimal                                                                                                             
	» Activity time: One class period 
	» Materials: One or two newspapers, an A3 paper 

for every student.

Writing a newspaper style article summarizing 
one or more important activities or events from the 
previous year is a good year-end activity that allows 
for student reflection and originality. This is novel, 
as students have to make a headline and write the 
article from a third-person point of view. They find 
the activity interesting and enjoy sharing their sto-
ries. Also, as an extension, students could give short 
presentations in rotating groups summarizing their 
story and explaining why it was chosen. 

Preparation
Prior to the class, prepare a sample newspaper story 
and headline written in the third-person and using 
your name. The story should tell about an import-
ant event in your life from the past year. Examples 
could be: Paul Travels to Portugal, or Excitement 
at Exile Live. Include a direct quotation if possible. 
(See sample student stories in the Appendix). Also, 
bring in one or two recent English language news-
papers.

Procedure
Step 1: First, show some headlines from a recent 
newspaper. Then, note some of the features of a 
headline, or elicit features from the class. Features 
include omissions, absence of articles and preposi-
tions, abbreviations, and so on. Ask students if they 
can rewrite the headlines as complete sentences.                                                                                                                               
Step 2: Next, have students discuss important news 
events of the year as well as important person-
al events. This can be done in small groups for a 
five-minute discussion, a list-generating activity, or 
as a ten-minute timed writing.                                                                                                                                       
Step 3: Then, ask students to make some sample 
headlines in small groups or with a partner.                                                                                                                                       
Step 4: Introduce one or two examples of your own 
news items, each story being about a paragraph in 
length (see Appendix).     
Step 5: Ask students to read the example(s), and 
note the direct quotation, and third-person point of 
view.
Step 6: Give each student an A3 sized paper, and 
assign them to write a newspaper story about one 
or two of their highlights from the previous year. 

Variation
Extension or follow-up activities are quite flexible 
with this exercise. Students can be assigned to re-
write the article(s) for homework, adding quota-
tions and more detail, or just write a basic summary 
in class. Students can then explain the ideas they 
wrote about in small groups or with a partner, with 
other student(s) asking questions. The stories could 
be worked into a presentation carousel to share 
with a larger number of students.

Conclusion
This newspaper project is ideal for multi-level 
classes, and has a high interest level for students. 
The activity requires students to apply some news-
paper conventions, prioritize topics, and use an 
unfamiliar structure in the form of the third-per-
son.  This helps students break away from the habit 
of overusing “I.” Another potential benefit is that 
teachers can use this as a springboard for going into 
more detail about using quotations in a narrative or 
reviewing the structure of newspaper headlines.

Appendix
Taiga Takes Part in Half Marathon
Last month, a half marathon was held in Kyoto 
and Taiga took part in it. It was his first time to 
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participate. At the beginning, he ran fast, but after 
about 17 kilometers, he got tired. He slowed down, 
and finally walked. Somehow, he finished the race. 
Afterwards, he said, “After walking, I tried to run 
again, but couldn’t because my legs hurt. I made 
a miscalculation. I’ll do better next time.” He was 
happy to finish, but wants to run the whole race 
next time.

Li Is “Luckiest” Person at University
Li made plans for over half a year to visit Shanghai, 
China with her friend. She carefully planned her 
itinerary and checked airline prices. Two weeks 
ago, she felt really lucky because she found a very 
cheap ticket. However, recently China has had an 
epidemic of the corona virus. Because the virus is 
contagious, she wanted to cancel her trip. Unfortu-
nately, her cheap ticket is non-refundable, so she is 
not lucky at all. Li will now wait until next year to 
visit China, and she plans to buy a refundable ticket 
next time.

Conveyor Belt Sushi 
Conversation
Eng Hai Tan
Meio University
eng.hai@meio-u.ac.jp

Quick Guide
	» Keywords: Speaking, active listening, conversa-

tion strategies
	» Learner English level: Intermediate and above
	» Learner maturity: High school and above
	» Preparation time: 10 minutes
	» Activity time: 10 minutes or more, depending on 

class size
	» Materials: Conversation Starter cards and Con-

versation Strategies cards.

This activity is perfect for students to practice 
speaking and active listening using conversation 
strategies. It allows maximum participation, as stu-
dents are required to engage in conversations for at 
least 10 minutes with different partners (or ‘sushis’ 
in this case), which makes it a good routine warmer 
for students to kick-off their learning by speaking 
to their peers one-on-one in a comfortable envi-
ronment. It’s very easy to prepare, and the difficulty 
level depends on the type of conversation starters. 

Preparation
Step 1: In terms of classroom arrangement, place 
two rows of chairs facing each other. The chairs be-
come the ‘Conveyor Belt’ and students are the ‘Su-
shis.’ Students in one row will be the Speaking Sushis 
(speakers) while their counterparts on the opposite 
side will be the Responding Sushis (interlocutors), 
who use various conversation strategies to demon-
strate active listening and keep the conversation 
going. For a class of 20 students, 10 chairs can be 
placed on each side, with 10 pairs of students facing 
each. If the class has an odd number of students, 
the extra chair should be placed on the side of the 
Responding Sushis. 
Step 2: In terms of materials, prepare 10 to 15 con-
versation starter cards and conversation strategies 
cards, depending on the class size. The starter cards 
provide prompts to get the conversation started. 
The strategies cards provide ideas for the Respond-
ing Sushis to answer the Speaking Sushis in order to 
keep the conversations going. Cards can be printed 
on both sides to provide options for students.  (See 
appendices for ready-made Conversation Starter 
and Conversation Strategies cards.) 

Procedure
Step 1: Arrange the chairs as described in the prepa-
ration section. 
Step 2: Place each Conversation Starter card on one 
side of the Conveyor Belt where the Speaking Sushis 
will be seated. Tell them, “This is a conveyor belt 
sushi restaurant and all of you are sushis.” 
Step 3: Explain that each Speaking Sushi will use the 
Conversation Starter cards to talk for one minute. 
Responding Sushis will follow the directions on the 
Conversation Strategies cards to engage in conver-
sations with Speaking Sushis. 
Step 4: Ring a bell after each minute. Every student 
will then place the card on the chair and move to 
the next chair. Speaking Sushis should move clock-
wise, Responding Sushis move counter-clockwise, so 
they now face new partners. They pick up their new 
cards, and follow the instructions. 
Step 5: Repeat the activity every minute until you 
are half way through the time you want to spend 
on this activity, then get students to switch sides so 
speakers become interlocutors. If time permits, a 
20-piece-sushi conveyor belt can take just over 20 
minutes for a complete cycle. 
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Variations
Let students decide on the topics they want to talk 
about by having them create their own conversation 
starter cards. Once students are used to the proce-
dure, to break the monotony, Conversation Starter 
and Conversation Strategies cards can be placed at 
random as long as there are no two students facing 
each other with the same type of cards. 

Conclusion
Conveyor Belt Sushi Conversation is a very good 
option for students to introduce themselves and get 
to know each other. The topics on the conversation 

starter cards resembles those in IELTS speaking 
test, part 1, hence, it allows teachers to get an im-
mediate sense of a student’s language level and the 
areas they need to improve. In addition, students 
feel less intimidated in paired-conversation, hence, 
it can reduce inhibition and improve speaking 
performance. 

Appendices
The appendices are available from the online ver-
sion of this article at https://jalt-publications.org/
tlt/departments/myshare

[RESOURCES]  TLT WIRED
Paul Raine
In this column, we explore the issue of teachers and technology—not just as it relates to CALL solutions, but 
also to Internet, software, and hardware concerns that all teachers face. We invite readers to submit articles on 
their areas of interest. Please contact the editor before submitting.
Email: tlt-wired@jalt-publications.org  
Web: https://jalt-publications.org/tlt/departments/tlt-wired

Showbie: Improving 
Teachers’ Workflow and 
Enhancing Students’ 
Digital Learning 
Experience
Jarwin Kent Martin
Seigakuin University

Current pedagogical practices require stu-
dents to submit their homework in hardcopy 
format. Teachers, likewise, must collect and 

organize those documents that were submitted by 
their students. This cycle of assigning, grading, and 
collecting homework in paper form is repetitive and 
cumbersome for both parties. A new paperless work-
flow app, Showbie, presents a promising technologi-
cal alternative for connecting teachers and students. 
Showbie will improve classroom communication by 
facilitating the electronic exchange of documents 
such as syllabi, instructions, submissions, and grades. 

The first objective of this article will be intro-
duce Showbie and describe its features in detail, 
from setting up classes to providing feedback on 

graded assignments. The article will also identify 
why Showbie provides a superior alternative to pa-
per-based communication by saving teachers time, 
allowing students to obtain immediate feedback, 
helping students stay organized, and enabling 
homework to be submitted online.  By the end of 
the article, the reader should be able to implement 
this paperless workflow system with confidence in a 
classroom and enhance the digital learning experi-
ence of students. 

Showbie Background
Showbie, an Edmonton-based Canadian start-up, is 
an easy-to-use classroom platform which “combines 
all of the essential tools for assignments, feedback, 
and communication” (Learning Counsel, 2019). 
It allows teachers to seamlessly share students’ 
progress and create an instantaneous home-school 
connection. The app interface is designed to be us-
er-friendly with functions that replace paper-form 
assignments. While other learning management 
systems require time and training to implement, 
teachers can start using Showbie immediately once 
the app is downloaded. 

Showbie Pricing Plans and Features
At the time of this writing, Showbie’s pricing is 
divided into three plans: 
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•	 Basic Edition for Individual Teachers. This plan is 
free for one user, and allows teachers to orga-
nize unlimited classes. It comes with pre-loaded 
assignments and lesson plans, along with annota-
tion tools. 

•	 Pro Edition for Individual Teachers. This plan costs 
$149/year or $15.99 per month (USD). The plan 
features unlimited assignments, a grade book, 
a student portfolio, a class discussion forum, 
parental access, annotation tools, plus all of the 
features of the Basic Edition. 

•	 Pro Edition for Schools and Districts. This plan 
includes all of the features of the Pro Edition, 
plus unlimited basic access for all users, with the 
addition of access to a school admin manage-
ment system, school training resources, and pro-
vided tech support for advanced activities such 
as importing and account linking. Direct pricing 
consultation is required for the Pro Edition for 
Schools and Districts (Showbie Features, 2019).

Getting Started
Showbie can be downloaded to all iOS devices such 
as iPhones, iPads, and Mac computers. For non-iOS 
users, Showbie can be accessed using a web-based 
application (https://my.showbie.com/signin) using 
an Android mobile device, laptop, or Chromebook. 
Once downloaded, teachers may select the teach-
er icon and fill in the required information. Users 
may also link a personal Gmail account to Showbie, 
provided that it is assigned during the registration 
process. The process for a student’s registration is 
similar to that of a teacher. The students also have 
the option to use their Gmail, Microsoft, or Feidi 
accounts to register with Showbie. 

Figure 1. Showbie’s registration prompt for teachers 
and students.

Setting Up Classes 
Once a teacher has set up a Showbie account, he or 
she may start setting up classes. In order to do this, 
the user must click the “wrench” icon at the top of 
the sidebar, then select the “+” (plus symbol) next 
to “New Class.” This will create new classes, as seen 
in Figure 2. Type a name and click “Save.” Below the 
class name is the unique class code which students 
will use to join the class when it is ready. At the top 
left of the sidebar, the user will find a place for en-
tering a name and uploading a profile picture. Tap 
the picture to edit personal information and modify 
notification and password settings. 

Figure 2. A Showbie prompt for creating a new class.
 

Creating Assignments 
After creating a class, the teacher may create an 
assignment. Classes in Showbie are comprised of 
individual assignments which are organized into 
sub-folders. These directories will contain home-
work materials and the students’ completed home-
work files. To create an assignment:
1.	 Click the wrench icon to the right of the class 

name and a pop-up menu will appear.
2.	 Select the “+” (plus symbol) next to the “New 

Assignment.” 
3.	 Give the assignment a specific title and assign a 

due date. The user has the option to remove the 
due date and leave it open-ended, which allows 
students to submit their homework materials 
over the course of the term. In addition, the 
teacher may also use the “Set Schedule” feature 
and customize “Student Access” during the 
course. When the teacher creates a new assign-
ment, students’ access to homework will be 
editable by default, as illustrated by the pencil 



34 THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online   •   https://jalt-publications.org/tlt

The Language Teacher  •  JALT Praxis: TLT Wired

icon in Figure 3. The user may use the “lock” 
feature to set the homework deadline date. The 
“Set Schedule” options are handy for customizing 
assignments, but they are not required. 

Figure 3. A Showbie prompt for creating a new 
assignment.

Adding and Sharing Materials
Showbie provides multiple ways to add materials to 
a class. To add materials to an assignment, simply 
click the “+” (plus symbol) located on the right side. 
This will bring up a menu of options, as illustrated 
in Figure 4. The user may photograph and convert 
hardcopy paper documents by using a “camera” 
option within Showbie. The user may also share any 
PDF using the “File” option, as well as upload voice 
notes or an item from a Google Drive or Dropbox 
account. Showbie makes it flexible for teachers to 
share items with an entire class. 

The “Shared Items” display on the left side of 
Figure 4 makes it easy for educators to share assign-
ment instructions and reminders with all students 
at one time (Showbie Features, 2019). Alternatively, 
teachers may share items with only certain stu-
dents by adding materials to a student’s individual 
folder. Student folders are a great place to share 
extra instructional materials, grades, and feedback. 
Students who are non-IOS users are also given an 
option to upload their materials on Showbie’s web 
app directly from their computer or Google Drive. 

Figure 4. A Showbie prompt for adding materials to 
a class.

Adding Students 
After creating a class, a teacher may add students 
to the roster. As explained above, students may 
register for Showbie in two ways: (1) by choosing a 
username and password; or (2) by linking a personal 
Gmail account. To add students, the teacher must 
first retrieve the class code by clicking the “wrench” 
icon on the right side of the class name. A pop-up 
menu appears and the 5-digit class code will be 
located in the “Class Settings” row, as illustrated in 
Figure 5 below. In addition, when the class is still 
empty, the class code will also be displayed under 
the main classes tab (see Figure 4). Within students’ 
individual accounts, assignment folders will be set 
up automatically and they will be able to see their 
uploaded assignments and instructions after typing 
in the provided class code. 

Figure 5. A Showbie prompt for adding students to 
a class.

Grading and Feedback
After students have completed their work and 
uploaded it to the appropriate folder, teachers may 
grade the students’ assignments using Showbie’s 
built-in annotation tools. Teachers can directly 
mark-up screenshot images and PDF files within 
Showbie using pen, highlighter, and text annotation 
tools. The annotation tools include a comment box 
which allows teachers to provide instructions and 
personalized feedback to the student. The indicator 
( ) symbol notifies users that feedback has been 
provided to the students. Students are also provided 
with creative ways to answer questions, such as (1) 
recording voice notes; (2) typing out answers with a 
text insertion tool; or (3) scanning and uploading a 
hand-written document, as shown in Figure 6. Once 
the teacher has completed grading and providing 
feedback, the students receive Showbie notifications 
in real time.
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Figure 6. A Showbie prompt for a teacher to provide 
assignment instructions, feedback, and grades.

Conclusion
Showbie is a fantastic way to simplify and streamline 
a classroom’s grading workflow. The combination 
of tools for assignments, feedback, and communica-
tion in an easy-to-use app not only makes it possible 
for teachers to reduce time spent on assigning 
and distributing homework, it also allows them 
to provide immediate feedback to students. Using 
the app’s features—from registration to grading 
homework—is easy for basic users to learn in min-
utes. Beyond the functions described in this article, 

teachers may benefit from Showbie’s more advanced 
features, such as quiz integration, customized class 
folders for specific purposes, copying assignments, 
grouping students, editing schedules, and more. 

As an individual Showbie Pro subscriber for over 
a year now, I cannot recommend this app enough. 
It has it helped me streamline my workflow process 
and has revolutionized the way I assign and manage 
my students’ homework. I hope that this article 
inspires other teachers to implement a paperless 
solution and expand their classroom practices in 
new ways. 
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[JALT PRAXIS]  YOUNGER LEARNERS
Mari Nakamura & Marian Hara
The Younger Learners column provides language teachers of children and teenagers with 
advice and guidance for making the most of their classes. Teachers with an interest in this field 
are also encouraged to submit articles and ideas to the editor at the address below. We also 
welcome questions about teaching, and will endeavour to answer them in this column.
Email: younger-learners@jalt-publications.org

Using Picture Books 
to Engage and Inspire 
Learners
This is a report on the forum sponsored by the 
Younger Learners SIG at the JALT 2019 conference.

Alison Hasegawa (Nemoto)
Miyagi University of Education
alison@staff.miyakyo-u.ac.jp 

Chiyuki Yanase
Keio University
chiyanase@gmail.com

Karen Masatsugu
Kwassui Woman’s University
karen@kassui.ac.jp

Lesley Ito
BIG BOW English Lab
lesleyito@gmail.com

On November 2, 2019, the four of us gathered 
in Nagoya for a 90-minute forum to share 
our knowledge and individual experiences 

of storytelling with picture books. We hoped to learn 
not just from each other, but from the participants, 
and what was achieved was a very lively, informative, 
and interactive session. In this article, we’d like to 
share what each presenter focused on on that day 
and also some conclusions.
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From Reading ‘To’ Children to Reading ‘With’ 
Children
Alison Hasegawa (Nemoto)
I have been using picture books in the primary 
classroom for over 20 years, but during that time 
my expectations of the degree and quality of learner 
participation has changed drastically. Back in 2000, 
I believed the aim of using picture books was to 
provide repeated oral input in a meaning-rich 
environment while exposing children to natural 
English. Indeed, Trelease (2013, p. 14) emphasizes 
the benefits of reading picture books for overall 
language development by literally pouring words 
and phrases into a child’s ear. He suggests that 
“filling up” a child’s listening vocabulary, or “reser-
voir,” should cause an overflow of rich and varied 
language into their speaking, reading, and writing 
vocabularies.

So clearly, using picture books for language input 
is important, but my focus more recently has shifted 
to discovering ways to move children from a passive 
listening role during story time to a more active 
one, thereby achieving a deeper emotional and 
cognitive engagement with the content. Lambert, in 
her book Reading Picture Books with Children, intro-
duces the Whole Book Approach. She sees a picture 
book as, “a meeting space, that ‘playground for the 
mind’ for children and adults to interact with one 
another on a common ground of words, pictures 
and design,” (Lambert, 2015, p. 96) and offers practi-
cal ways to increase learner agency through various 
questioning techniques. 

Personally, I now break storytelling down into 
three stages: pre-reading, during-reading, and 
post-reading. At first, we can show the cover, elicit 
or teach key vocabulary, or ask the children about 
the topic in L1 or L2. For example, “Have you ever 
been to a zoo?” or “What’s your favorite animal?” 
Then, as we continue to read the story, we need to 
create space and opportunities for learners to share 
their thoughts and make predictions by asking 
questions like, “What do you think will happen 
next?” The secret to changing the activity from a 
traditionally teacher-centered one to a child-cen-
tered one is to gently draw learners in this way, to 
plan and welcome interaction. Only by the teacher 
slowing down and pausing can learners join in the 
experience and share their ideas. Various post-read-
ing activities such as student-made quizzes, com-
municative activities, role-play, artwork, or creative 
writing can be enjoyed after the children have made 
a personal connection with the story through this 
interactive approach.

The World of Storytelling for Young Learners
Chiyuki Yanase
Storytelling has been one of the most powerful 
tools that humans have used to communicate with 
other members of society or to transfer vital knowl-
edge to younger generations (Ellis & Brewster, 1991). 
Among numerous storytelling methods, the effect 
of reading aloud or shared reading with a picture 
book has been discussed earlier in this article. This 
section discusses oral storytelling in which a story 
is told to an audience by a teacher. The subject of 
the story can vary, including a folktale, an event in 
one’s life, a memoir, or even about a dream that one 
had. Gottschall (2012) claims that storytelling is 
an essential part of human nature and sharing and 
listening to stories helps us to deal with complex so-
cial issues and navigate our lives. Moreover, Smith 
et al. (2017) assert that the effects of storytelling 
can include fostering social cooperation, teaching 
social norms, and gaining respect from members 
of the storyteller’s society. Also, storytelling after 
traumatic life events such as losing one’s parents or 
friends due to accidents or sickness can help with 
the healing process (Cox, 2000, Sunwolf, 2005). 
For example, in South Africa, a local storyteller 
helped ten children, aged from 9 to 12, who became 
orphans after the brutal death of their parents, to 
overcome their trauma by co-creating a story. As 
the protagonist Lyana overcame her traumatic life 
events and achieved her dream, the children were 
able to regain their self-esteem and a more hopeful 
perspective towards life. 

In summary, shared book reading can be a power-
ful learning tool for young learners. However, other 
forms of storytelling such as oral storytelling, movies, 
songs, and writings can be cherished in various set-
tings, including in a classroom, at home, and at work, 
regardless of your age. Through storytelling, we might 
be able to find insights, solutions, or inspiration when 
dealing with the social issues we face together. It is my 
hope that by sharing stories at home or at work, many 
of us can find connections with each other and heal 
the wounds that may have occurred through disturb-
ing or traumatic events in our lives. 

Picture Books for Empowerment
Karen Masatsugu

We can use picture books to empower learners by 
choosing books which embrace diversity and chal-
lenge us to look at the world from others’ perspec-
tives. We need to consider the messages conveyed by 
the visuals as well as the ideas expressed in the text. 
In The Dot (Reynolds, 2003) a teacher encourages 
Vashti, an angry girl reluctant to draw, to “just make 
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a mark,” enabling her to explore her creativity and 
inspire others. While the language might be complex 
for L2 learners, the changing size and color of the dot 
conveys Vashti’s changing emotions as she learns to 
express herself. Julian is a Mermaid (Love, 2018) uses 
mesmerizing pictures and simple text to show Nana’s 
acceptance of Julian’s imagination and her encour-
agement of his desire to be a mermaid. 

Figure 1. Julian is a Mermaid by Jessica Love (2018).

The dynamic pictures and rhythmic repetition 
of They All Saw a Cat (Wenzel, 2016) show how our 
perspective shapes the way we see things, including 
ourselves. The blue crayon in Red: A Crayon’s Story 
(Hall, 2015) struggles to meet the expectations of 
his red label, but ultimately, with help from a new 
friend, recognizes and embraces his true color and 
abilities. Similarly, in Perfectly Norman (Percival, 
2017), Norman desperately tries to hide his extraor-
dinary wings and ability to fly in order to appear 
“normal,” until his self-realization that he can only 
be happy if he accepts his difference and fulfils his 
true potential. The language might be difficult for 
young L2 learners, but they can interpret the visual 
message of such books and empathize with the 
characters as they come to terms with their differ-
ences. Learners can respond in a variety of ways. For 
example, orally by naming the emotions shown in 
the pictures or imagining what they would do if they 
had wings, graphically by drawing their reactions, 
physically by pretending to be a mermaid or having 
an unusual skill, and in writing by telling their own 
stories of feeling different or of how they may feel 
in such a situation. Mourão tells language teachers 
to use a picture book “as an object of discovery” 
(Mourão, 2013, p. 71). Picture books such as these 
can help learners to explore the idea of diversity and 
encourage them to accept and respect others’ differ-
ences as well as their own unique qualities.

Using Picture Books for CLIL Lessons
Lesley Ito
One of the wonderful things about teaching 
children is that they will participate in an activi-
ty, simply because they find it enjoyable (Keskil & 
Tevfik Cephe, 2001). Two types of English lessons 
that children respond to positively are Content and 
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) and storytell-
ing. Children like CLIL lessons because they like 
to learn about interesting topics, and it “creates a 
genuine need to communicate, motivating students 
to acquire language in order to understand the con-
tent” (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 159). Children 
also like storytelling because they love to actively 
participate in story-related activities after those 
stories have been read to them. Therefore, it follows 
that children would enjoy CLIL lessons that involve 
a storybook.  

One example of this type of lesson uses the 
storybook, Me on the Map (Sweeney, 1998), to teach 
geography. In this book, a little girl draws a picture 
of her room and zooms out to show her street, city, 
state, country, and continent, then zooms back in. 
The book ends with the idea that everyone has their 
special place on the map. After reading the story 
and using Google Earth to show the students the 
continent, country, prefecture, city, and street of 
their school, students are asked to make their own 
version of the book with their own drawings.

Another example is a math lesson explaining 
fractions, using the storybook, The Doorbell Rang 
(Hutchins, 1986). In this book, two children start 
out with 12 cookies to eat at snack time. However, 
their friends keep ringing their doorbell, wanting 
to play. They have to keep dividing the 12 cookies 
up for four children, six children, and finally twelve 
children. At the end of the story, grandma shows up 
with a box of freshly baked cookies for the children 
to share. 

Not only do storybooks provide a vehicle to deliv-
er the lesson content, they can also provide a model 
to the teacher on grading down the language. CLIL 
lessons that use a lot of low-frequency jargon or 
complex language to teach the content will not be 
accessible to children learning EFL. Storybooks can 
show teachers how topics can be explained using 
easy-to-understand language.

Conclusion
Picture books can be a highly engaging, inspiring, 
and versatile resource in the EFL classroom. We 
can challenge learners to try to understand new 
language scaffolded in the meaning-rich context of 
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a picture book, then help them communicate and 
share their ideas. We can create an opportunity for 
them to consider the content deeply, personalize 
it, and then apply this new understanding to other 
situations. 

One of the key points we realized during the 
forum was that being familiar with various kinds 
of picture books probably makes us more effective 
classroom storytellers. If we have a wide knowledge 
of titles covering a range of topics and levels of 
language complexity, we can dip into that library 
to find a suitable book for any age group or topic, 
including subjects other than EFL. 

Each of us has our own 
favorite titles, and when we 
get together with other picture 
book fans, like at this forum, it’s 
always a great opportunity to 
get to know some new titles. So, 
we’d like to use this opportu-
nity to share access to the joint 
book list of over 60 recommended picture books 
and teachers’ resources that we created prior to the 
conference, with additions from participants at the 
forum. It can be accessed on Google Docs with this 
QR code.

Finally, as teachers of young learners, we know 
the importance of building up a repertoire of tech-
niques for quick warm-up activities and effective 
classroom management. In the same way, let us 
work towards becoming a versatile ‘Picture Book 
Sommelier’— someone who knows numerous 
titles and can pull out the perfect one to match 
any teaching situation, thus enabling this resource 
to engage and inspire many more children here in 
Japan and all around the world. 
 

Figure 2. Alison Hasegawa (Nemoto), Chiyuki 
Yanase, Karen Masatsugu, Lesley Ito.
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[JALT PRAXIS]  BOOK REVIEWS
Robert Taferner & Stephen Case
If you are interested in writing a book review, please consult the list of materials available for 
review in the Recently Received column, or consider suggesting an alternative book that would 
be helpful to our membership.
Email: reviews@jalt-publications.org  
Web: https://jalt-publications.org/tlt/departments/book-reviews

This month’s column features Michele Joel’s 
review of Pocket Reader Business Series.

Pocket Reader Business 
Series
[Andy Boon. Tokyo: Halico Creative Edu-
cation, 2018. (Titles in the Series: The Job 
Interview, The First Week on the Job, The 
Presentation, The Meeting, The Email, 
Entertaining Overseas Visitors, First Busi-
ness Trip Overseas, The Office Conflict, The 
Product Launch, and The Mentor) pp. 63. 
¥800. ISBN: 978-4-909730-10-7.]

Reviewed by Michele Joel, Kyorin  
University

The Pocket Readers Business 
Series of graded read-
ers is an insider’s view 

of the first year in a fictional 
Japanese company. Each book 
is approximately 5,000 words 
with 493–725 headwords per 
book. Many college students 
are concerned about finding a 
job after graduation, giving the 
books a wide appeal. Content 
is the key to this series rather 
than language level, and this 
series provides variety to a graded reader collection 
of fiction and nonfiction. The realistic stories are in 
relatively simple language and give students a chance 
to focus on the business situations and content, 
facilitating a Content and Language Integrated 
Learning (CLIL) approach to teaching (Ball, Clegg, & 
Kelly, 2015). Planning ahead and paying attention to 
detail are recurrent themes in many business English 
classes. This series shows realistic situations, where 
those skills are necessary, giving students an idea of 
what happens when employees do not act formally in 
the workplace.

Throughout the stories, keywords are presented 
in boldface. There are no definitions given, but the 
story’s context provides the reader with clues—not 
only of the meaning, but also for the use of the 
word. Each book contains a simple Language Focus 
& Tasks section, where vocabulary is presented in 
sentences from the story or, in some cases, in orig-
inal sentences. Space for students to write what 
they think the words mean encourages students to 
use context to understand the vocabulary. When 
the books are being read as a class, some teach-
ers may use this section to introduce vocabulary. 
When reading as graded readers, I do not think 
pre-teaching is necessary. The target words are 
commonly found in many business English texts. 
Reading this series would give repeated exposure 
to target business vocabulary in a clear context, 
which are key factors in helping students move 
from merely recognizing words to understanding 
how to use them (Nation, 2013).

The books are designed for self-study in extensive 
reading, so the Language Focus & Tasks section also 
includes, a short, clear definition of each word in 
English. After the vocabulary activity and presenta-
tion, a Useful Language list arranged by function is 
given. The phrases can be found in context in the 
story, but alternative ways to say the same thing are 
given in the list. Students reviewing this list are able 
to focus on the way language is practically used. 

The two books I found most useful to read as 
a class were The Presentation and The Email. The 
other books are good for extensive reading, but I did 
not find them useful as classroom material because 
they focused on business situations rather than on 
specific business English skills. With 10 books and 
a class of 20 to 30 students, a practical way to cover 
the content of the series without a full-class set is 
to assign each book to a group of students, then 
have students present a book report or role play, if 
it is being read as a graded reader or in a business 
English class, students could focus on the topics.

The last section of each book offers general reflec-
tive questions. This section highlights differences 
in formal business culture and casual situations. 
The stories demonstrate how to respond appropri-
ately in business contexts drawing an important 
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connection between culture and language study 
(Hadley, 2003). If the books were read as a class, the 
questions could be used for class discussion. In my 
classroom, I found the What Other Things questions 
useful to prepare students for discussion topics. If 
students were to be assigned a book, the questions 
could serve as an outline to help them prepare their 
own discussion or presentation.

As readers, they are very repetitive. Every book 
follows the same basic three-part pattern: setting the 
theme, an unsuccessful attempt, and then ends with 
a successful completion of the target skill. When read 
through as a series, they feel very prescriptive. The 
predictability of the books may have been a key rea-
son students choose to read a few of the books, but 
not the whole series from. This insight came from 
observing that students who chose books did not 
choose to read the whole series, but another factor 
could have been that books were being borrowed by 
other students and therefore not available.

Overall, my students liked the stories. As an in-
structor, I liked seeing students reading non-fiction 
and hearing their reactions to the situations pre-
sented. In conclusion, they are a great addition to a 
graded reader library, and if class sets are available, 
some of the books can be very good introductions 
to themes in business English classes.
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Julie Kimura & Ryan Barnes
pub-review@jalt-publications.org

A list of texts and resource ma-
terials for language teachers 
available for book reviews in TLT 
and JALT Journal. Publishers are 
invited to submit complete sets 
of materials to Julie Kimura at the 
Publishers’ Review Copies Liai-

son address listed on the Staff page on the inside cover of TLT.

Recently Received Online
An up-to-date index of books available for review can be 
found at: <https://jalt-publications.org/tlt/departments/ 
recently-received>.
* = new listing; ! = final notice — Final notice items will be 

removed on June 30. Please make queries by email to the 
appropriate JALT Publications contact. 

Books for Students (reviews published in TLT)
Contact: Julie Kimura — pub-review@jalt-publications.org
Bedside manner beginner: A basic English course for nursing 

(3rd ed.) — Capper, S. Perceptia Press, 2019. [This new edi-
tion is a practical and basic introduction to everyday nursing 
English. Students learn the vital communicative essentials 
of nursing English.]

ELI illustrated dictionary — Bulmer, L. P. ELI, 2019. [This dic-
tionary presents 2000 words over 35 illustrated pages to 
introduce learners to topics such as home, family, school, 
and work.]

* Finding connections: Communication and culture in 15 
scenes — Rucynski, T. Kinseido, 2019. [Students read about 
a communication and cultural issue, and then watch a video 
filmed on location in New York City. They are then put in a 
virtual situation in which they have to think about what they 
would do. Teachers can use a DVD in class, which has op-

tional subtitles, and students can access the video content 
without subtitles online.]

! Flash on English for banking & finance — Smith, A. ELI, 2018. 
[This coursebook presents finance and banking-related vo-
cabulary in realistic situations. It is suitable for all learners of 
English who are preparing to enter professions related to 
banking and finance, as well as professionals who want to 
improve their language competence. Downloadable MP3 
files are available.]

! Flash on English for marketing & advertising — Smith, A. 
ELI, 2018. [This coursebook is designed for students study-
ing for a career in business with a focus on marketing and 
advertising as well as professionals who need to improve 
their language skills. Downloadable MP3 files are available.]

Inspired to write — Wilson, W. Perceptia Press, 2019. [This 
coursebook features student-centered writing with pair 
work and group activities.]

Pocket readers — The following are edited by A. Boon. 
Halico Creative Education, 2019. [Good grades are not 
enough. To be successful in life, students need to learn 
how to deal with real-world problems. This series provides 
learners with advice, skills, and strategies to deal with 
problems they encounter in life.] 
Ten ways to achieve work-life balance — Boon, A. 
Ten ways to be creative — Maclauchlan, K. 
* Ten ways to be environmentally friendly — Takeuchi, C. 
* Ten ways to be polite — Boon, A. 
* Ten ways to be smart online — Ito, L. 
Ten ways to choose your career — Boon, A. 
* Ten ways to control your emotions — Ito, L. 
Ten ways to influence people — Ito, L. 
Ten ways to stay safe — Takeuchi, C. 
* Ten ways to understand the news — Maclauchlan, K.

! The pros and cons: 25 engaging topics for adult ESL stu-
dents — Wilkes, A. S., 2019. [This fluency-building work-
book for adult learners of English was designed to help 
teachers create engaging and fun classes, covering a wide 
range of topics, and to help students build fluency by pro-
viding activities that guide them to be creative and speak 
out. Suitable for students at the CEFR B2+, IELTS 5.0+, or 
TOEFL 87+ levels.]
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! Wide angle — Carlson, J., Jordan, N., Craven, M., Pathare, 
G., Donnalley, Sherman, K., Scanlon, J., Watkins, F., Adams, 
K., Vargo, M., Santamaria, J., Sadownick, J., Koyadinovich, 
L., Gordon, D., & Blundell, R. Oxford University Press, 2019. 
[Six levels of American English coursebooks that empow-
er adult learners to join any conversation and say the right 
thing at the right time. Includes online practice.]

* Writing a graduation thesis in English: Creating a strong 
epistemic argument — Smiley, J. Perceptia Press, 2019. 
[This book helps students prepare for the main task of their 
academic careers. Students will develop an understanding 
of argumentation and develop a robust relationship be-
tween themselves and knowledge. The teacher’s guide is 
available through the publisher’s website.]

Books for Teachers (reviews published in JALT 
Journal)
Contact: Greg Rouault — jj-reviews@jalt-publications.org
* English morphology for the language teaching profession 

— Bauer, L., & Nation, I. S. P. Routledge, 2020, https://doi.
org/10.4324/9780367855222 

* Task-based language teaching — Ellis, R., Skehan, P., Li, S., 
Shintani, N., & Lambert, C. Cambridge University Press, 
2019, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108643689

* The emotional rollercoaster of language teaching — Gko-
nou, C., Dewaele, J. M., & King, J. (Eds.). Multilingual Mat-
ters, 2020, https://doi.org/10.21832/GKONOU8335

[JALT PRAXIS]  TEACHING ASSISTANCE
David McMurray
Graduate students and teaching assistants are invited to submit compositions in the form of a speech, appeal, 
memoir, essay, conference review, or interview on the policy and practice of language education. Master’s and 
doctoral thesis supervisors are also welcome to contribute or encourage their students to join this vibrant de-
bate. Grounded in the author’s reading, practicum, or empirical research, contributions are expected to share an 
impassioned presentation of opinions in 1,000 words or less. Teaching Assistance is not a peer-reviewed column.
Email: teach-assist@jalt-publications.org

This issue’s TA column is an essay on the hiring of TAs 
before, during, and after the advent of COVID-19. To 
date, contributing authors have explained the benefits 
of employing a Student Assistant (SA) or a Teaching 
Assistant (TA) in university classrooms. During 2020, as 
emergency measures took hold in Japan, SA and TA 
part-timer positions were cut. Looking forward to when 
cures and vaccines allow for a new normal in the class-
room, writers for this column may take the opportunity 
to suggest new job descriptions for the SA and TA.

Rehiring TAs Post-Covid-19
David McMurray

In the year 2019 B.C. (Before Coronavirus), tasks 
for a TA could reasonably be expected to in-
clude assisting instructors and interacting with 

students in class discussions, setting up audiovisual 
equipment and computer networks, the taking of 
attendance, and preparing teaching materials before 
class (Figure 1).

A legal system allowing for the employment of a 
TA to support classroom teaching at universities in 
Japan was introduced in 1992. According to Daizen 
(2014), the original purpose of implementing the 
system at Hiroshima University was to provide 
post-graduate students with teaching experience 
and financial support in a way that would enhance 

undergraduate education. Instructors welcomed 
the help of reliable graduate teaching assistants. 
TAs with linguistic skills and international per-
spectives enlivened classrooms. Native speakers 
or students with certifications of English language 
proficiency can assist in foreign language classes. 
Additionally, the graduate students often brought 
abilities in website design, audio, and video editing, 
knowledge of other languages, and computer skills. 
Osaka University revised its SA and TA system from 
the 2018 academic year to introduce an upgraded 
status of Teaching Fellow (TF) and clearly differen-
tiate between these part-timer roles. SAs were to 
be engaged in class-related duties, but not involved 
in teaching. TAs could assist with supplementary 
duties in educational activity under the guidance 
of a teacher. TFs were to be hired to make plans for 
supplementary instruction under the educational 
guidance of a teacher and teach classes while devel-
oping and managing them. Universities, in general, 
actively recruit individuals hoping to become a 
teacher at a university or those hoping to become 
a teacher at junior and senior high schools. Osaka 
University (2017) advertised on its website, ‘those 
hoping to get into a company will also have many 
opportunities to be on the teaching side in their 
careers. In that sense, working as a TA or TF will be 
of use in the future.’

Before COVID-19, the adoption of technology in 
classrooms was already commonplace. TAs actively 
helped with language apps, virtual tutoring, video 
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conferencing tools, and online learning software. 
When the pandemic took hold, demand surged for 
the implementation of such educational software. 
Yet, as we shall see in the next paragraph, university 
administrators stumbled in their rapid response to 
protect students and budgets by suspending the TA 
system.

Figure 1. Graduate student interacting with fresh-
men.

TAs During COVID-19 Emergency Measures
As late as April 4, 2020, universities in Japan 
planned to hire returning undergraduates as SAs, 
and graduate students as TAs for the spring se-
mester. When emergency levels rose in the Tokyo, 
Osaka, and Fukuoka areas, these part-timer po-
sitions along with club activities were among the 
first activities to be curtailed by university boards. 
On March 27, the University of Tokyo’s Komaba 
Campus closed its gates to all students. Ohta (2020) 
declared that ‘For the first time since the establish-
ment of the University of Tokyo, we have decided to 
adopt a mass introduction of online classes.’

The University of Tokyo and Osaka University 
managed to keep pace with the new semester and 
started online classes. Some regional universities 
soon followed this trend. However, Ritsumeikan 
University, Kyoto University, and Keio University 
chose to delay commencing their semesters to buy 
time to figure out how to develop online classes. 
The International University of Kagoshima can-
celled the opening ceremony but asked teachers 
and staff to continue with its orientation. However, 
forty SAs who had just been hired to greet freshmen 
students and assist with course selections were 
suddenly let go. University management decided to 
cancel the SA information sessions and their partic-
ipation throughout the semester and announced, 
‘From the position of preventing the spread of coro-
naviruses as much as possible, in this semester, we 
are required to minimize contact with other people’ 
(personal communication 2020, April 4). Some oth-

er campuses in Kyushu, Hokuriku, and Tohoku also 
planned to remain open and offer regular classes in 
which teachers and students wore masks and prac-
ticed social distancing (Figure 2). Teachers hurriedly 
faced having to re-imagine their roles entirely amid 
school closures and without SAs and TAs.

A big part of the change was making a sudden 
shift to digital forms of teaching. Existing universi-
ty computer platforms, and private company tech-
nology, such as Zoom and Google Drive, helped 
facilitate lessons and communication to students 
connecting from home. Some private universities 
in Japan were prepared and transitioned to dis-
tance learning quite quickly. For example, Univer-
sity of Kitakyushu administrators asked instructors 
to reformulate their classes for virtual delivery. 
They chose the platform, directed instructors to 
practice using it, and then informed students by 
internet announcements and email to start using 
the platform. Teachers posted out a whole month 
of lessons and homework tasks requiring the writ-
ing of reports, which the teachers could remotely 
check through a university platform that connects 
students to teachers.

Some universities, however, seem to have not 
been able to cope. University-wide distance learning 
was something that administrators neither want-
ed nor anticipated. Although students and faculty 
should have a degree of competency when it comes 
to digital tools and platforms, many institutions 
faced difficulty. The unplanned and rapid move to 
online learning for instructors with no training and 
no support from a TA and students with insufficient 
bandwidth and no support from a SA, was challeng-
ing during the months before emergency measures 
were lifted. Osamu Ikeda, a professor of educational 
methods at Kyoto Tachibana University, reported 
that ‘The administrative level failed to face this cri-
sis’ (O’Donoghue, 2020). At Tokyo University, Ohta 
(2020), admitted, ‘Honestly speaking, the College 
and the Graduate School have not had enough time 
to prepare for the introduction of online classes. We 
will have to go through a process of trial and error 
at first. Some teachers are unfamiliar with online 
classes and ICT education.’ Even those campuses 
closed, however, on April 18 at least until May 11 
when all-Japan emergency measures came into 
effect. When these last holdouts closed, their uni-
versity freshmen realized they had no one to turn to 
with their questions. They still had not made new 
friends, joined clubs, toured campus, nor bought all 
their textbooks. Most freshmen were equipped with 
smartphones, but they weren’t equipped with soft-
ware applications to enable the writing of academic 
reports and documents.
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Figure 2. Social distancing in the classroom.

TAs in Post-Covid-19 Classroom
Looking ahead to 2021 A.D. (After Discovery) when 
students will be shielded by a preventative vaccine, 
we will need to consider what changes need to be 
made to bring back SAs and TAs to the classroom. 
Will the adoption of online learning continue to 
persist post-pandemic? Also, how would such a shift 
impact tertiary education in Japan?

Post-COVID, traditional classroom learning 
and e-learning can go hand in hand. A new hybrid 
model of education could emerge, with significant 
benefits. While schools and universities across Japan 
have largely tried their hands at distance learning 
over the past two months, significant discrepan-
cies emerged. Teachers who knew how to handle 
ICT devices smoothly will continue to use them to 
support students’ learning at home between their 
weekly classes. These teachers will likely dou-
ble-down in teaching communication skills to help 
their students survive in the future world full of un-
certainty. Emergency measures and the need to stay 
home changed the way of teaching for a few months 
in Japan. It enabled teachers to reach out to stu-
dents more efficiently and effectively through chat 
groups, video meetings, voting, and document shar-
ing. Students also found it easier to communicate 
with teachers. After experiencing the benefits first-
hand, some teachers will continue to supplement 
their lessons with the new technology. The rush to 
teach online was troublesome for some other teach-
ers and administrators. With the support of their 
registrar staff, those teachers may opt to return to 
the comfort of large-size classroom lectures. Ohta 
(2020) noted, ‘We believe that traditional classes are 
still the best in terms of educational effectiveness.’ 
The assertion that traditional forms of instruction 
are better for educational institutions continues 
to persist. Harari (2018) pointed out in his lessons 
how some schools continue to focus on traditional 
academic skills and rote learning. Continuing to do 
so could make the already ominous predictions that 
traditionally-schooled graduates will lose out to 

android technology and Artificial Information even 
worse. He makes a passionate argument for dump-
ing curricula filled with quickly outdated substan-
tive knowledge and replacing it with communica-
tion, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity. 
During the next emergency, government will again 
take the power to invest their budgets and bonds in 
people’s health and education, or, in advanced tech-
nology and defense. It would be very dangerous to 
be redundant when facing competition from robots 
and viruses.

Although the pandemic disrupted the education 
system in Japan, we now have an opportunity to 
transform educational practices. The crisis could be 
the catalyst for Japan to embrace information and 
communication technology. In Pre-COVID Japan, 
Kajimoto and Leussink (2019) supported the idea 
that “Spending on education and training for either 
young people or retraining the older generation 
that is staying in the labor force longer – these are 
activities that would provide near-term juice for the 
economy.” Kajimoto and Leussink (2020) quickly 
had to report an about-face noting that “spending 
to cope with the fallout to the economy of the 
coronavirus outbreak would focus on support for 
small and mid-sized firms, and a slump in tourism.” 
Massive budget deficits will hinder the government 
from spending on education in general. Universities 
will be hard-pressed to bolster their labor budgets. 
Teachers, however, cannot be expected to work 24 
hours a day responding to students by SMS, emails, 
and Zooming. The rehiring of relatively low-paid 
TAs to work evenings could maintain e-learning as 
part of the new normal. The 2021 academic year 
could be an opportunity to increase the use of ICT, 
whereby traditional classroom teaching is sup-
ported by TAs who can further guide home lessons 
taken remotely and on digital platforms.

Figure 3. Creative new classroom.
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[JALT PRAXIS]  WRITERS’ WORKSHOP
Jerry Talandis Jr. 
The Writers’ Workshop is a collaborative endeavour of the JALT Writers’ Peer Support Group (PSG). Articles in 
the column provide advice and support for novice writers, experienced writers, or nearly anyone who is looking 
to write for academic purposes. If you would like to submit a paper for consideration, please contact us. 
Email: peergroup@jalt-publications.org • Web: https://jalt-publications.org/psg

Go On a Writing Diet  
(Part 1)

U pon finishing your manuscript, the best thing 
to do before actual submission is to have 
someone read it over and provide feedback. 

Getting a fresh perspective on your work enables you 
to identify potential problems and areas for improve-
ment, thus improving your chances for acceptance. 
However, it’s not always possible to find a willing 
reader to take the necessary time to review your 
paper. People are busy, and it’s asking a lot to have 
someone dive deeply into your work and provide 
constructive feedback1. In these situations, wouldn’t 
it be great if you had access to a simple tool which 
could analyze your writing and provide you with 
word-level feedback across five clearly defined cri-
teria? Well, you’re in luck—The Writer’s Diet (TWD), 
a short 77-page book and online analytical test2 by 
Helen Sword (2016), does just that. As a powerful 
addition to your writing workflow, I’m excited to 
introduce TWD to you over the next two Writer’s 
Workshop columns. In Part 1, I’ll cover the five basic 
writing principles and introduce core features of the 

1	  If you are in need of such feedback, please contact 
the JALT Writers Peer Support Group at https://
jalt-publications.org/psg. The good folks in this group 
will happily take a look at your work. 

2	  http://www.writersdiet.com/test.php

online test. In Part 2, I’ll showcase how the test can 
be used to tighten up flabby academic writing and 
provide practical advice for getting more out of this 
powerful tool. 

Figure 1. The Writer’s Diet book (left) and online 
test (right), by Helen Sword (2016).

The premise of TWD is that “far too many writers 
send their best ideas out into the world on brit-
tle-boned sentences weighted down with rhetorical 
flab” (Sword, 2016, p. 1). By utilizing a tongue-in-
cheek exercise metaphor, TWD promises to whip 
your writing into shape if you follow five simple 
fitness rules: 
1.	 Use active verbs whenever possible 
2.	 Favor concrete language over vague abstrac-

tions
3.	 Avoid long strings of prepositional phrases
4.	 Use adjectives and adverbs sparingly, only when 

they contribute new meaning
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5.	 Reduce dependence on four common “waste 
words”: it, this, that, there. 

Let’s explore each of these principles in turn, 
then examine how the accompanying online test 
turns them into a powerful tool for analyzing your 
writing. 

Use Active Verbs
According to Sword (2016), this principle consists of 
two aspects: favoring strong action verbs over weak 
“lazy” ones and limiting use of be-verbs: 

Verbs power our sentences as surely as muscles 
propel our bodies… Not all verbs pack the same 
punch, however. Active verbs such as grow, fling, 
and exhale infuse your writing with vigor and met-
aphorical zing; they put legs on your prose. Forms 
of the verb to be—for example is, was, are—do their 
duty too, but they carry you nowhere new. Think of 
them as the gluteus maximus of your grammatical 
anatomy. (p. 5)

Refashioning sentences to contain more active 
verbs takes extra work, but the effort pays dividends 
by providing a sense of agency and urgency, adding 
force and clarity, and demanding careful precision. 
Be-verbs, on the other hand, “function much like 
equal signs in a mathematical equation” (p. 6) that 
saps vigor from your writing if used too much. 

Favor Concrete Language Over Vague 
Abstractions
Since nouns form the “bones” of language (Sword, 
2016, p. 17), increasing use of concrete imagery con-
nected to the physical senses of sight, sound, touch, 
taste, and smell is an excellent way to illustrate 
abstract ideas. In other words, the concept of “show, 
don’t tell” still holds true, even in an academic 
context. Abstract nouns, especially those that have 
been formed from verbs, adjectives, or other nouns, 
communicate less effectively:

When you turn a verb into a noun by adding a 
suffix such as ment or tion (confine=>confinement; 
reflect=>reflection), you sap its core energy. Like-
wise, an abstract noun formed from an adjective 
tends to lack substance and mass, like a marrow-
less bone. That’s why nouns created from other 
parts of speech, technically known as “nominal-
izations,” are colloquially called “zombie nouns”: 
they suck the life-blood from potentially lively 
prose. (p. 21)

This is an especially challenging principle to 
follow within academic writing, which is typically 
filled with words ending in suffixes like ion, ism, 
ty, ment, ness, ance, or ence. The trick is to identify 

these abstract nouns, then experiment with ways 
of communicating the same information by using 
the verb or adjective forms or by providing concrete 
examples (p. 26): 

Before: 
The children demonstrated their engagement 
through their participation in a range of activities. 

After: 
•	 The children engaged in many different activ-

ities. 
•	 The children played games, sang songs, and 

told stories.

Avoid Long Strings of Prepositional Phrases
Prepositions, while essential, detract when used 
too much (Sword, 2016). Unless done for rhetorical 
effect, Sword recommends avoiding strings of more 
than three in a row, varying the prepositions used, 
and never allowing a noun and its accompanying 
verb to be separated by more than about 12 words. 
This principle is especially hard to follow in aca-
demic writing, which tends to favor long, convo-
luted sentences packing a tremendous amount of 
information into a small space. Long serpentine 
sentences containing many prepositional phrases 
and subordinate clauses can dilute the energy by 
placing too much distance between the main nouns 
and their accompanying verbs. Avoiding these 
problems will require you to experiment with ways 
to smoothen out your prose: 

For example, what happens when you cut long 
strings of prepositions down to size, or when 
you replace static prepositions with dynamic 
ones, or when you ensure the word “of” occurs 
no more than two or three times in a single para-
graph? (p. 36)

Use Adjectives and Adverbs Sparingly
Sword (2016) recommends allowing concrete nouns 
and active verbs to carry most of the descriptive 
load in your writing. Adjectives and adverbs are 
vital, for sure, but use them only when they contrib-
ute new information to a sentence: 

No one can deny the impact of a well-placed ad-
jective. However, a sentence crammed with too 
many artificial additives can function in your 
prose like a creamy sauce or a sugary cake in 
your diet: despite its seductive taste, it supplies 
no real nutrition. (p. 39)
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If sentences contain too many abstract nouns 
and passive verbs, then adjectives and adverbs 
have nothing solid to enhance, thus creating a 
kind of “sugar rush” effect. This is quite common 
in academic writing, where “ad-words” frequently 
combine with abstract nouns and verbs to convey 
information. However, without the benefit of visual 
details and concrete examples, “the monotonous 
rhythms of academic ad-words risk lulling your 
readers to sleep” (p. 43). However, since academic 
ad-words often end with the following suffixes, they 
are easy to spot: able, ac, al, ant, ary, ent, ful, ible, ic, 
ive, less, ous. 

Avoid Common “Waste Words”
According to Sword (2016), the words it, this, that, 
and there are overused and can be likened to the 
“bad fat” in our diet: 

Not only do they supply little verbal nutrition, 
but their mere presence in a sentence often sig-
nals the proximity of other heart-attack-induc-
ing elements such as be-verbs, abstract nouns, 
and long strings of prepositions. While waste 
words can add flavor and texture to any writ-
ing, in high doses they can clog up your prose as 
surely as cholesterol clogs your arteries or grease 
clogs your sink. (p. 49)

It and this are recommended only when the noun 
they refer to is clear. For example, phrases such as 
“It can be shown that…” or “We regard it as self-ev-
ident that…” showcase how waste words tend to 
congregate together. The same is true for there, 
which often appears alongside be-verbs: “There 
are many reasons why…”, “There is a rule that…” 
or “There could be no better way to…” Finally, as a 
general rule, avoid using that more than once in a 
single sentence or three times in a paragraph. 

The Writer’s Diet Test
Useful as these five principles are for improving 
your writing, what sets TWD apart is the online 
test available at www.writersdiet.com/test.php. As 
Sword (2016, pp. 67-69) describes, the test is based 
on a simple algorithm and calculates the “fitness” 
of your writing in each of the five grammatical 
categories.

After pasting in a bit of text (from 100 to 1,000 
words), the test highlights all words pertaining to 
each category. A color-coding system makes them 
easy to discern. For each 100 words in a sample, the 
test calculates a fitness rating according to a prede-
termined number of instances. For example, in the 
Be-verbs category, if you have less than three, you’re 
Lean. Exactly three means you’re Fit & Trim, four is 
Needs toning, while five instances means you’re Flab-
by. If your sample contains more than six be-verbs, 
you’re in Heart attack territory and in need for some 
editorial liposuction! 

Caveats & Conclusion
One redeeming quality of TWD is that Sword (2016) 
takes great pains to foreground the limitations of 
her diagnostic system. As she writes, 

The WritersDiet Test prompts you to think about 
how, why, and how often you use the highlighted 
words; however, you are not expected to delete 
them all or banish them completely. You might even 
decide, in the end, to make no changes at all… The 
WritersDiet Test offers a diagnosis, not a prescrip-
tion; a pair of tinted glasses, not a magic bullet. It 
is up to you to make intelligent use of the targeted 
feedback the test provides. Sentences, like people, 
come in many shapes and sizes, and the world 
would become a very boring place if we all wrote—
or looked—exactly the same way! (p. 67)

Table 1. Diagnostic categories for TWD online writing analysis test

Diagnosis Notes Be-verbs 
(red)

Nouns 
(blue)

Prepositions 
(green)

Ad-words
(yellow)

Waste words 
(pink)

Lean Fat-free prose <3 <4 <14 <6 <3

Fit & Trim In excellent condition 3 4 14-15 6-7 3

Needs toning Would benefit from a light 
workout 4 5 16-17 8-9 4

Flabby Judicious editing required 5 6 18-19 10-11 5

Heart attack May call for editorial lipo-
suction! 6+ 7+ 20+ 12+ 6+
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To prove her point, she ran her test on Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg Address, which gave it an overall Flabby 
diagnosis! As Sword concedes, academic writers 
need to take these tongue-in-cheek ratings with a 
large grain of salt and rely ultimately on self-con-
fidence, not the advice of an automated computer 
program. 

Figure 2. TWD analysis of the Gettysburg Address 
(Sword, 2016, p. 73)

In conclusion, despite the limitations of TWD, 
this analytic tool has become an indispensable part 
of my academic writing workflow. Now, before 
submitting any manuscript, I make time to run 
my prose through the test to at least get a sense of 
where my strengths and weaknesses lie across the 
five grammatical categories. I find this tool helps 
me consider each word and sentence carefully. As I 
ponder ways to cut one more be-verb to get a higher 
rating, I discover better ways to express my ideas. 
Often, I take the advice, but other times I’m willing 
to accept a Flabby score in a particular category if 
I feel I’ve done my best. In the end, I’m grateful for 
the perspective this test provides and the learn-
ing I’ve gained from its consistent use. In my next 
Writer’s Workshop column, I’ll take an in-depth look 
at how this test can transform an actual sample of 
academic writing and provide practical usage tips. 
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[JALT FOCUS]  SIG FOCUS
Robert Morel & Satchie Haga
JALT currently has 26 Special Interest Groups (SIGs) available for members to join. This column 
publishes an in-depth view of one SIG each issue, providing readers with a more complete picture 
of the different SIGs within JALT. For information about SIG events, publications, and calls for 
papers, please visit http://jalt.org main/groups.
Email: sig-focus@jalt-publications.org •  Web: https://jalt-publications.org/tlt/departments/sig-news

Reader Reflections: Being 
Part of a SIG
Involvement in a SIG can be a chance for personal 
and professional growth and a rewarding—some-
times even transformative—experience. They can 
offer camaraderie, a chance to find others with 
shared interests, opportunities for leadership, 
and chances to present and publish. For the rest 
of 2020, the SIG Focus column will be featuring 
the voices of different SIG members. If you have a 
reflection to share, please contact us: jaltsigfocus@
gmail.com.

Falling in Love with SIGs
David Kluge
Performance in Education SIG Conferences Chair
I came to Japan almost a decade before SIGs were 
formed and so having experienced JALT with and 
without SIGs, I much prefer it with SIGs because 
they have enriched my professional life with in-
creased chances to publish, present, and network 
with people who have similar interests. When I first 
arrived in Japan in 1982, I was too busy with my 
new job teaching English at a junior high school 

Continued on p. 49



Joining JALT
Use the attached furikae form at Post Offices 
ONLY. When payment is made through a bank 
using the furikae, the JALT Central Office receives 
only a name and the cash amount that was trans-
ferred. The lack of information (mailing address, 
chapter designation, etc.) prevents the JCO from 
successfully processing your membership appli-
cation. Members are strongly encouraged to use 
the secure online signup page located at https://
jalt.org/joining.

JALT MEMBERSHIP INFORMATION 
The Japan Association for Language 
Teaching (JALT)

•	 A professional organization formed in 1976  
- 1976年に設立された学術学会

•	 Working to improve language learning and teach-
ing, particularly in a Japanese context  
-語学の学習と教育の向上を図ることを目的としています

•	 Almost 3,000 members in Japan and overseas  
- 国内外で約 3,000名の会員がいます

http://jalt.org

Annual International Conference
•	 1,500 to 2,000 participants  

- 毎年1,500名から2,000名が参加します

•	 Hundreds of workshops and presentations 
 - 多数のワークショップや発表があります

•	 Publishers’ exhibition - 出版社による教材展があります

•	 Job Information Centre  
- 就職情報センターが設けられます

http://jalt.org/conference

JALT Publications
•	 The Language Teacher—our bimonthly publication  

- 隔月発行します

•	 JALT Journal—biannual research journal  
- 年2回発行します

•	 JALT Postconference Publication  
- 年次国際大会の研究発表記録集を発行します

•	 SIG and chapter newsletters, anthologies, and con-
ference proceedings - 分野別研究部会や支部も会報、アン
ソロジー、研究会発表記録集を発行します

http://jalt-publications.org

JALT Community
Meetings and conferences sponsored by local chapters and 
special interest groups (SIGs) are held throughout Japan. 
Presentation and research areas include:
Bilingualism • CALL • College and university education • 
Cooperative learning • Gender awareness in language ed-
ucation • Global issues in language education • Japanese 
as a second language • Learner autonomy • Pragmatics, 
pronunciation, second language acquisition • Teaching chil-
dren • Lifelong language learning • Testing and evaluation 
• Materials development

支部及び分野別研究部会による例会や研究会は日本各地で開催
され、以下の分野での発表や研究報告が行われます。バイリンガリズ
ム、CALL、大学外国語教育、共同学習、ジェンダーと語学学習、グロー
バル問題、日本語教育、自主的学習、語用論・発音・第二言語習得、児
童語学教育、生涯語学教育、試験と評価、教材開発 等。

http://jalt.org/main/groups

JALT Partners
JALT cooperates with domestic and international partners, 
including (JALTは以下の国内外の学会と提携しています):

•	 AJET—The Association for Japan Exchange and 
Teaching

•	 IATEFL—International Association of Teachers of 
English as a Foreign Language

•	 JACET—The Japan Association of College English 
Teachers

•	 PAC—Pan-Asian Consortium of Language Teaching 
Societies

•	 TESOL—Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages

Membership Categories
All members receive annual subscriptions to The Language 
Teacher and JALT Journal, and member discounts for 
meetings and conferences. The Language TeacherやJALT 
Journal 等の出版物が１年間送付されます。また例会や大会に割引価
格で参加できます。

•	 Regular 一般会員: ¥13,000
•	 Student rate (FULL-TIME students of 

undergraduate/graduate universities and colleges 
in Japan) 学生会員(国内の全日制の大学または大学院の学
生): ¥7,000

•	 Joint—for two persons sharing a mailing address, 
one set of publications ジョイント会員（同じ住所で登録す
る個人2名を対象とし、JALT出版物は2名に１部): ¥21,000

•	 Senior rate (people aged 65 and over) シニア会員(65歳
以上の方): ¥7,000

•	 Group (5 or more) ¥8,500/person—one set of publi-
cations for each five members グループ会員(５名以上を
対象とし、JALT出版物は５名ごとに１部): 1名 ¥8,500

http://jalt.org/main/membership

Information
For more information please consult our website  
<http://jalt.org>, ask an officer at any JALT event,  
or contact JALT’s main office. 

JALT Central Office
Urban Edge Building, 5th Floor, 1-37-9 Taito, Taito-ku, 
Tokyo 110-0016 JAPAN
JALT事務局：〒110-0016東京都台東区台東1-37-9 
アーバンエッジビル５F

t: 03-3837-1630; f: 03-3837-1631; jco@jalt.org
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to get much involved in JALT besides a visit to the 
local chapter. After my four-year contract finished, 
I went to San Francisco State University for my MA 
in TEFL and got a job teaching English at a uni-
versity in Nagoya. So, busy with a completely new 
job, JALT was not even on the horizon except for a 
conference.  However, in 1993, I became a found-
ing officer in the newly-formed CALL SIG. I then 
became the coordinator. Then, in 2012, I was the 
founding coordinator of the Performance in Educa-
tion (PIE) SIG. After two years, I stepped down and 
later became the Conferences Chair. 

These experiences in these two SIGs taught me 
the value being a member of a SIG– the wide pool of 
expertise, the depth of discussion with like-minded 
and sometimes unlike-minded people that helped 
me grow in my professionalism, and the excitement 
of being an active member of a professional orga-
nization. Now, in the PIE SIG, I feel the warmth of 
camaraderie, amazement at the quality of members’ 
presentations, publications, and performances, and 
gratefulness at the support I receive from fellow of-
ficers. I think that my present position, Conferences 
Chair, is my favorite. Here, I can create the kind of 
conferences I enjoy – the kind of conference that 
helps me grow as a teacher and as a person, and that 
allows me to network with colleagues and friends. 
All of these benefits started by volunteering to work 
in a SIG.

Why I Am Involved with GALE SIG
Quenby Hoffman Aoki
GALE SIG Coordinator
In the fall of 2017, a group of us from the GALE 
SIG went to karaoke after a weekend conference. 
My memory may not be completely accurate, but 
what I recall clearly is the previous coordinator, a 
longtime friend who had run GALE for years and 
was very much ready to move on and pursue other 
interests, looked me in the eye and stated in no 
uncertain terms that without a new coordinator 
the SIG would probably have to dissolve, according 
to JALT by-laws. Someone had to step up, and in 
that moment, it was me. This brief reflective essay 
barely scratches the surface of how much my life 
has been changed by this experience. Representing 
GALE, I’ve had to stand up and advocate for issues 
such as adding “Nonbinary” as a gender identity on 
the JALT membership site and providing childcare 
at JALT conferences. I often find myself asked to 
explain why this SIG is necessary and how gender 

is connected to language learning and teaching. 
It means a lot to me to represent a group who are 
working to increase awareness within JALT of how 
gender affects us and our students. 

JALT SIG officers are passionate about teaching 
and research, and most of us are clearly committed 
to living in Japan. Ultimately, that brings us togeth-
er. We may not always agree on every issue, but like 
any big family we work it out. This is home, and I 
care about what we are doing. In short, it’s a job, 
and a volunteer one at that, but adding this extra 
layer of commitment makes it more of a calling.  

Holding a Door Open for Others
Joseph Falout, Nihon University
CUE SIG OnCUE Journal section editor (for 17 
years and continuing)
Faced by the need to get published, learn more, 
and feel like I belong, I joined JALT. One of the 
first conferences I ever attended was the College 
and University Educators (CUE) conference on 
developing autonomy, held at Miho Kenshukan of 
Tokai University, a resort-like retreat on the coast in 
Shizuoka. There, I was greeted openly by many col-
leagues, a good number of which I am still profes-
sionally in touch with and personally close to. One 
new friend advised me that to break into publish-
ing, I could review a book, presentation, or confer-
ence. I then did this several times, writing reviews 
for various JALT publications, including a review in 
the proceedings of that very CUE conference. The 
editors, who were also among my new friends, gave 
me critical yet caring advice for how to revise it. 
From their feedback, my review became publishable 
and I grew as a writer.

Meanwhile, several other CUE conference friends 
were volunteering at my local JALT chapter and 
at the national level of the organization, so I got 
involved. I tried volunteering in different capaci-
ties while looking for a position within JALT that 
would provide me greater personal meaning and 
professional development. As I watched my skills 
of researching, presenting, and writing improve, I 
realized it all started thanks to my friends, who had 
stopped to hold doors open for me to profession-
ally enter the field of applied linguistics. Likewise, 
I wanted to give back as I moved forward. Thus, I 
became a section editor for CUE’s journal, a posi-
tion in which I am holding a door open for others to 
publish, learn, and feel like they belong.

Continued from p. 47
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[JALT PRAXIS]  OLD GRAMMARIANS
Scott Gardner old-grammarians@jalt-publications.org

Are You Multi?

I ’m a good multitasker. With any project I take up, 
my mind can work on at least two levels at once. 
While part of my brain focuses on completing the 

task, another part is busily devising ways to avoid 
responsibility for my inevitable failure to complete 
the task. It’s a complex dual-goal skill which I have 
developed so well that often the excuse-making task 
can be completed before the actual task has even 
been started. There’s a certain beautiful efficiency 
in that.

A friend recently clued me in on a popular brain 
training model called Conscious Discipline, which 
to me seems like a sort of multitasking at the 
thinking stage. She told me the brain has three 
main states that are concerned with personal safety, 
connection with others, and problem-solving. Imag-
ine that you’re standing under the red pickup lamp 
at a popular café chain, waiting for your order of a 
latté and cinnamon bear claw. Service is slow. The 
safety portion of your brain starts to consider issues 
of survival (“I might starve”) or conflict (“That guy 
at the condiments table putting half-n-half in his 
grandé has his eye on my favorite window seat”). 
The connection portion of your brain may also be 
hard at work (“Excuse me, miss, but how long does 
it take to microwave a fricking bear claw?”). If we 
are disciplined creatures, however, we will be able to 
simultaneously utilize the problem-solving portion 
of our brains and turn the entire experience into a 
learning one: “Next time I’ll go to Krispy Kreme.” 
This learning may in turn help us navigate more 
successfully through similar scenarios in the future: 
“I can’t wait to see Mr. Half-n-half’s face when he 
walks over and finds my backpack already parked on 
the chair!”

If we consider all these levels of brain function 
working and informing each other concurrently, 
then to some degree all of us are multitaskers. This 
brain model of Conscious Discipline seems much 
more productive than the model I used to follow, 
Conscious Debauchery, which consisted not of 
three brain “states” but of one mind “track”.

To be fair, though, multitasking is usually not 
concerned only with brain activity but rather with 
physical activity—literally doing two things at once. 
The classic example is the person who can rub her 

belly with one hand and rewire an electrical outlet 
with the other. I used to work with a generally 
disliked English teacher who would demonstrate 
multitasking to his students by writing a homework 
assignment on the chalkboard with his right hand 
while at the same time erasing what he wrote with 
his left.

He called that multitasking. But in my mind what 
he was doing was something I call nullitasking. This 
is a kind of multitasking in which you are doing A 
in order to solve X, while simultaneously you are 
doing B which—perhaps indirectly or even without 
your knowledge—exacerbates X. A simple example 
would be someone watching an exercise video on 
YouTube while shoveling takeout French fries into 
his mouth. A more intricate case would be someone 
who offers to babysit his neighbor’s toddler while 
she preps for a big job promotion test, but then 
keeps texting her with “How’s the studying going?” 
or “Is it OK if I give Johnny a soda? Some parents 
aren’t cool with that.” One task seems to be nullify-
ing the other.

A recent, frustrating real-world example I’ve been 
seeing on TV is crowds of angry Americans march-
ing on their local government offices during a global 
virus pandemic, demanding that social contact 
restrictions put in place to protect them from con-
tracting the virus be lifted so that they can exercise 
their freedom, go back to work and resume their 
“normal lives”. As part of this protest, the marchers 
huddle closely to show solidarity, and shout at the 
top of their lungs to be heard. Facemasks and social 
distancing are seen as impediments to their liberty 
during this demonstration, and are not utilized.

Now that I think about it, nullitasking might just 
as easily be described by already-existing terms like 
“self-defeating behavior” or “sad irony.”

The most eloquent example of nullitasking would 
be if I could do a single task that nullifies itself, like 
create a Wikipedia entry on the dangers of rely-
ing on crowd-sourced information dumping. I’ll 
get started on that, once I’ve finished writing this 
column and cooled my brain down a bit with two 
hours of “Animal Crossing”. Speaking of which, I 
wonder how that bear claw’s coming along.
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Talk about your favorite 
restaurant. 
Why do you like it? 
How do you get there? 

Describe what you usually do 
after school. 
Who do you spend it with? 
Has it become a routine? 

Talk about a person you 
admire. 
How did know him/her? 
What are the qualities you 
admire? 

 

Describe your favorite teacher.  
What do you remember most 
about him/her? 
How did he/she handle 
naughty students? 

Talk about a place where you 
go to relax. 
What do you do there? 
Who or what else is there? 

Describe a sight in your city you 
would recommend to visitors. 
What can you do there?  
How can you get there? 

Talk about a recent funny 
experience. 
How did it happen? 
Who were with you? 

Describe what you do every 
night before going to bed. 
What time do you usually 
sleep? 
Why do you follow the routine? 

Talk about a place you would 
not visit again. 
Who was with you? 
Explain why you didn’t like it. 

Describe the best way to get 
to you house from here. 
What transport do you take? 
How long does it take? 
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Talk about your hobbies. 
Are you good at them? 
Have you tried any new 
hobbies recently? 

Describe your dream 
vacation. 
Where is it? 
Who would you go with? 

Talk about a book/film that 
has changed you. 
Who wrote/directed it? 
When did you read/see it? 

Describe an important 
tradition in your country. 
When does it take place? 
What makes it so important? 

Talk about an exam you had 
taken at school or university. 
What was the exam for? 
How easy or difficult was it? 

Describe your dream as a 
child. 
Why did you want to do that? 
Are you fulfilling that dream? 

Talk about the city you live in 
now. 
How long have you lived there? 
Would you like to live 
somewhere else? 

Describe your family. 
How many family members are 
there in your family? 
Which member of your family 
are you closest to? 

Talk about a dish you enjoy 
eating or making. 
What does it consist? 
On what occasion do you eat 
it? 

Describe a good friend of 
yours. 
How did both of you meet? 
What do you do together? 
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Asking for clarification 
Did you say…..? 
What did you mean when you 
said …..? 

Asking for more information 
Could you tell me more about 
that? 
And then …..? 

Asking for clarification 
When you say ….., do you 
mean …..? 
Could you say it in another 
way? 
 

Asking for more information 
Could you be more specific? 
Could you give me an 
example? 

Asking for clarification 
Could you explain what you 
mean by …..?  
What was that? 

Asking for more information 
Could you please elaborate on 
that? 
And so …..? 

Asking for repetition 
Could you say that slower, 
please? 
Could you say that one more 
time? 
 

Showing interest 
I know what you mean. 
Uh-huh. Yeah. 
Unbelievable. 

Asking for repetition 
Could you repeat that? 
Could you say that again, 
please? 

Showing interest 
That’s interesting. 
You’re kidding. 
Great. 
What did you mean when 
you said …..? 
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Checking understanding 
So what you’re saying is 
that ….., right? 
Are you saying that …..? 

Showing interest 
Really? 
 I see.  
That’s too bad. 

Asking for repetition 
Could you say that slower, 
please? 
Could you say that one more 
time? 
Asking for clarification 
When you say ….., do you 
mean …..? 
Could you say it in another 
way? 
 

Asking for information 
Could you be more specific? 
Could you give me an 
example? 

Asking for repetition 
Could you repeat that? 
Could you say that again, 
please?  

Asking for more information 
Could you please elaborate on 
that? 
And so …..? 

Asking for clarification 
When you say ….., do you 
mean …..? 
Could you say it in another 
way? 
 
 

Showing interest 
I know what you mean. 
Uh-huh. Yeah. 
Great. 

Asking for clarification 
Could you explain what you 
mean by …..?  
What was that? 
 

Checking understanding 
So what you’re saying is 
that ….., right? 
Are you saying that …..? 


