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Japanese students’ EFL experience: the role of the students’ voice

Abstract

Japanese students are often said to have little success in developing communicative skills
in a foreign language. This is evident from Japanese media, researchers in education,
public concern, and from government policy documents. Much of the existing research has
examined factors in the environment or in the psychology of the learners. However,
Japanese students ‘views have not been adequately taken into consideration in the debate.
This study investigates Japanese students ‘views about the teaching of English as a foreign
language (EFL). In doing so, two main research questions are set; 1) What are students’
opinions about EFL principles? 2) What are Japanese students’ experiences in the EFL
classroom? The data was collected from 14 Japanese students at universities in Tokyo by
interviews. Thematic analysis was used to identify similarities and differences between
participants’ views. The data shows that: 1) the students were well informed and had clear
views; 2) they do not consider the situation problematic; 3) instead, they offered possible
causes of the factors that affect English performance and suggestions for improving
practice. Finally, several suggestions are offered to improve EFL classes arising from the

students’ views.
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l. Introduction

1. Background of the study

In the past few decades, the demands of higher education in Japan have increased and
competition is fierce. University entrance examination is a challenging process for
Japanese students. For them, English is one of the most important subjects to qualify for
higher education. In addition, due to spread of English around the world, students are
facing a challenge to master communicative skills in English for intercultural
communication. As a result, increasing numbers of students are seeking coaching after
school in Asian countries including Japan. A few decades ago, the fact that communicative
skills in English were not tested was unsurprising since it was not a globalized world. In a
new competitive world, could native English speakers of English become the
front-runners? Alternatively, what happens to students who have less developed English

skills?

In making a pitch to lead in the global society, Non Native English Speaker (hereafter
NNS) countries have taken steps to encourage students to improve communicative skills in
English for various reasons but mainly  to secure national security (e.g. political and
economic power). However, critics of World English such as Phillipson (1992) argue that
the dominant use of English language for global communication leads to imbalance of

power - linguistic imperialism - a term that he coined.

Referring to the interrelationships between language and power, Kachru (1992:66) claimed
that the non-native models of English are linguistically identifiable, geographically
definable, and functionally acceptable, but they are still not necessarily attitudinally
acceptable. Native models of English in this study are defined as English spoken by native

English speaking countries (namely, Received Pronunciation (hereafter RP) and General
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American (hereafter GA) (Kachru 1992:50). Kachru (ibid.) noted that the spread of English
stretches in three concentric circles; an inner circle where English is spoken as a mother
tongue, an outer circle where English is used in institutional setting, and in an expanding
circle where English is used for global communication. The characteristics of English in
these societies derive from the patterns of acquisition and the functional domains of
English. Consequently, inevitable linguistic changes are taking places in English with local

variations.

One of the problems that arise here is that the language changes, namely in spoken
language, affect interpretability. The issues are important for intelligibility and pedagogical
reasons (Kachru 1992:49). In addition, varieties of English have a close relationship with
cultural identities as we recognized in RP and GA. Both native speakers (hereafter NS) and
non-native speakers of English (hereafter NNS) need to be aware of the situation to

encourage learning from each other.

Against a background of globalization and world Englishes, many researchers have been
inspired to investigate the EFL situation in Japan and observe that EFL at Japanese schools
is problematic. | observed that Japanese students tend to make English communication
harder by thinking too much about using correct forms of English (e.g. NS’ pronunciation
with correct grammar) rather than trial-and-error and focus on successful communication.
Consequently, their English could be a poor imitation of native speakers. What stimulates
communicative skills? There are two views in Japan that communicative skills in English
are nurtured by experience while some others discern that language skills are prominently
a matter of nature (i.e. personality, culture). The issues are controversial and complex
because how English is learned involves various aspects of ELT i.e. pedagogical,

educational, psychological, and socio-cultural issues.
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2. Current debates in Japan

Some researchers taking the second view hold that Japanese students are innately inferior

in language study. For example, Honna (1995:57) stated that:
The late Edwin O. Reischauer, former UA ambassador to Japan, seriously listed
Japan's miserable performance in English teaching as one of the seven wonders of
the world.

In this respect, Seargeant, (2008:122) summarized the debate of EFL in Japan as follows,
It has long been a received truth that EFL in Japan is a problematic issue, and that
the students’ achievement has failed to match educational investment. While a great
deal of research has been carried out in this area, the difficulty in effecting positive
changes in an education system, which is characterized as being incompatible with
contemporary theories of language learning remains a constant theme... The issue
has become an explicit priority in many of the policy reforms enacted by
governments, as English language education is increasingly being associated with
wider social changes, especially those relating to Japan's international
relationships...within the global community.

Seargeant (ibid) suggested that it is not just individual students but also entire schools have

little success effecting changes in EFL. However, the arguments are given without any

direct evidence and it remains unclear where the assumptions come from, or even whether

the situation of low English proficiency is a phenomenon specific to Japanese students. |

speculates that the observation does not properly represent the general phenomenon for a

number of reasons. Firstly, EFL in Japanese schools focuses on accuracy in English and the

students concentrate on grammatical accuracy rather than on fluency. As a result, Japanese

students are frequently under stress in using accurate English. Secondly, communicative

skills improve with language experiences, albeit to different degrees when non-native
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speakers learn the skills in a natural process. Consequently, setting unattainable
expectations (e.g. fluency and accuracy in communicative English skills) would
de-motivate students. Further, an important goal of education is to promote basic skills
such as universal literacy and provide opportunities for successful experience rather than
failure. Sadly, the negative view of Japanese students’ language success might be

attributable to attitudes that tend to put the student down.

Problems that researchers identify of EFL in Japan include: low TOEFL scores (Chujo and
Nishigaki, 2003; Hashimoto 2004; Takanashi, 2004; Schatz and Sullivan, 2007, Sullivan
and Schatz, 2009), a lack of motivation (e.g. Benson, 1991; Mori, 2004; Watanabe, 1996;
Kikuchi and Sakai, 2009; McVeigh, 2004, Dornyei and Ushioda, 2009), low syntactical
(Takei and Fujiwara; 2002), phonological (Boyle; 1984, Broselow and Finer, 1991,
LoCastro, 2001 ), and communicative (Eckman et al. 1995, Gottlieb, 2008; Sewart, 2009)
skills. However, Davis (2003) explains that ‘...Whilst there is a demand for the traditional
ability to analyze, think critically, and work independently... this is accompanied by an
increasing demand for ...transferable skill...communication, team working...and problem
solving.” This implies that English study for a global world is more complex and it requires
persistent learning. Internationalisation requires a new vernacular - English as a
communicative tool. The emancipation in the 21% century is not as easy as it appears to be.
The question is whether the problematic phenomenon that researchers’ debate are inherent

in Japanese culture or not.

3. Contextual background

In Japan, before the age of six, most children attend at least one year of kindergarten.
Compulsory education begins at age six, and includes six years in elementary school and
three in middle school. 98.5% of junior high school graduates go to high school and 70 %

of them attend university (Makarova and Rodgers, 2004:51). In order to be qualified for
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Japanese universities, applicants sit for written exams in February. It may be sufficient to
say that these educational experiences would determine the students’ levels of self-esteem,
self-efficacies and even their future careers. Competition is vicious all the way, and some
students attend cramming class (hereafter called “Yobiko”) to prepare for the entrance
examinations. English is one of obligatory subjects in a common exam i.e. common
first-stage- exam and students use memory strategies to sit for the exams. The obvious
corollary is that the extensive use of proficiency tests of this kind has motivational

consequence for students and teachers.

In 1980s, in reaction to the global changes, the Japanese Education ministry (hereafter
MEXT) restarted a plan for curriculum reforms by declaring that communicative skills
among Japanese students are insufficient. In 1987, the Japanese Exchange and Teaching
Program (JET) began with the aim to improve communicative skills by inviting native
English speaking teachers (NETs) with an incentive of cultural exchange. In 2000, the
number of participants had grown from 848 participants from four countries in 1987 to
6.079 participants from 39 countries. In 2002, integrated learning ( #2& #7253 O FE )
was introduced, and foreign language activities as part of international understanding
became an option as one of the themes of integrated learning. In fact, many schools used
this subject for English. Consequently, the vocabulary taught at high school was reduced
from 1,200 - 2,100 in 1951 to 900 words in 1998, which is about 100 fewer than in the
previous curriculum (Honna and Takashita, 2003: 184). Amid emphasis on oral skills, an
increasing number of students from affluent financial backgrounds began attending tutorial
courses to compensate for gaps in their command of English. In this light, Makarova and
Rogers (2004:6) noted that English study has grown as an industry supported by dozens of
publishers, teachers, universities and schools as well as learners. With hindsight, it could
be argued that, in the light of these developments, the communicative approach might not

have been in the best interests of all students.
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4. The statement of the problem:

The selected references show how EFL is framed within the debates in Japan while little
has been done to discover what learners themselves think and what their explanations
might be. All of these bring us to the inevitable questions: What are the frustrations with
EFL in Japan? Why are Japanese students’ English skills disputed at all times? Do the

Japanese students favour turning their frustrations inwards and keep silence?

The underlying assumption is that the students have authentic views that are shaped mostly
by their experiences. These experiences are deserving of systematic study.

The motivation behind this study is to break the opaque myths — about genetic inferiority -,
and review and support the students in careful ways. Brooks, (2012) calculated that more
than 40 percent of human action is governed by habit, not by actual decisions. Then,
Brooks (ibid.) added that we could change our habits by inserting different cues that are
reinforced by strong yearning for admiration and righteousness. In other words, the
motivational factors determine not just the goals toward which the students aspire but the
way they seek them out. It is important to get back to the whole pedagogical and strategic

discussion to provide what the students needs for their future in a global world.

5. The purpose of this thesis

This research aims at scrutinizing Japanese students’ EFL experience as they see it
themselves and their views on EFL pedagogies. This aim is important to better understand
the issues described in the Literature Review below because it adds a new perspective.
This research lets EFL students speak their own minds on their learning experiences in
response to specific questions. The goal of this study is to capture important truths about
the students’ EFL experience, and to expand our understanding of variables affecting EFL

at Japanese school by presenting qualitative evidence from Japanese university students. In
17



order to understand the situation of EFL in Japan, the present study poses the following
research questions, which were formulated by myself so as to investigate the student

perspective:

6. The research questions
1. Main Research Question 1 - What are students’ opinions about EFL
principles?
| asked students’ views of the following English teaching principles without reference
to any political agenda. These principles are widely present in the Japanese education
system.
a) What are their views about the use of the Monolingual Method?
The use of the target language in the classroom has long been a dogma and this is the
standard expectation in Japanese schools even if not always fulfilled.
b) What are their views about advantage and disadvantages of NETs and
NNETs?
Native speakers (NETs) are invited to many Asian schools to improve students’
English ability. | asked the students if they agree with the assumption that a native
speaker of the language can teach them appropriately.
¢) What are their views about the belief ‘the earlier, the better’?
The issue of early learning of English is perennial from political and general
perspectives. | asked about the starting age from socio cultural perspective.
d) What are their views about learning English as a lingua franca or Standard
English?
| asked if the students are happy with current learning goal of Standard English at
school or think it should include non-standard English as a lingua franca.

e) What are their views about the use of the Direct Method in English class?

18



The Direct Method was developed in response to learners’ needs in communicative

situations i.e. oral and listening skills. This question aimed to explore how the next

generation in Japan viewed these pedagogical choices.

f) What are their views about the goal of EFL of the native speakers’ norm and

the question of grammatical versus communicative language learning?

In this context, the traditional view of teaching the native norm of English is being

challenged. This section examines how Japanese students see their goal of EFL. The

role of English may vary according to learners’ needs and the cultural context and the

schooling needs to be responsive to these needs.

g) What are their views about the relations between Language skills and

national interests?

Researchers argue about role of EFL as in its utilitarian value or national interests (i.e.

economic) rather than educational purpose. While the spread of the English language

around the world has led to changes in historical, cultural, ecological, educational,

socio-political, and psychological perspectives, the students were asked if they think

English language skill would affect national power balances.

Main Research Question 2: What kinds of experiences do Japanese students
have in EFL?

The question was intended to reveal Japanese university students’ EFL experience at

school and outside schools to ascertain the realities of EFL in Japan.

h) What are their views about the perceived low level of Japanese students’
language skills?

This question asked the students’ belief about low English attainments at Japanese

school.

i) What are the students’ levels of, their attitudes towards and their
opportunities for learning English?

In relation to the previous question, | first asked the students’ self-evaluation of the

19



English skills (i.e. the most/least proficient English skills) and their opportunities to

develop the skills at school and outside school.

J) How did you learn these skills?

This question was designed ask how the students succeed/fail to achieve their micro

English skills.

k) What type of English skills do you further want to learn?

This question aimed to ask students’ English skill that they further want to improve
or need?

I) What kind of change do you want in EFL?

This question was set to ask the students’ suggestion to improve EFL in Japan.

7. Overview of the research

Many research papers describe the relationship between variables e.g. teaching
methods, cultural traits, and psycho-linguistic factors (e.g. motivation) and linguistic
performance. This study utilizes natural inquiry - open-ended interviews. As Denzen
and Lincoln (2008:10) noted, the lack of such inquiry in general might be partly
because the academic resistance to qualitative research or the politics might be
embedded in this field of discourse. This study posits that it is difficult to understand

differences in students’ perceptions and opinions from quantitative inquiries.

8. The originality of this research

This research is not the first to examine student perceptions of EFL aspects, but the
first study to take a holistic view of EFL teaching and to use student voice in Japan as
a major source. Previous studies have all focused on factors such as integrated skills
approaches (Sasaki and Hirose 2006; Watanabe 1996; Benson 1991; Mori 2004; Baker
2011; Makarova et al. 2004) different communicative methods (Sullivan and Schatz
2009; Saito and Ebsworth 2008; Busch 2006; Chihara and Oiler 2006; Jackson 2002,

Kobayashi 2001; Cheng 2000; Hinenoya and Gatbonton 2000; Dwyer and Murphy
20



1996) and the role of the teachers (Sakui and Cowei 2011; Stapleton 2002; Gray 1998).
The present study aims to take a holistic view of EFL and uses the student voice in

Japan as the focus of analysis.

9. The organization of the thesis

This thesis consists of six chapters with the following topics.

1) This first chapter lays out the research background, research context, aim of this
study and goal of our inquiry.

2) The second chapter discusses literature, which analyzes the EFL situation in
Japanese schools and the nature of difficulties with five dimensions (teaching,
educational psychology, culture in language students’ view, environment, and
change).

3) The third chapter provides an overview of the research methodology, which
includes reliability, validity, and ethical issues.

4) The fourth chapter describes the data analysis.

5) The fifth chapter is devoted to the discussion of the results of data and conclusions

and implementation questions.
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I1. Literature review

“How do researchers define and explain problems of English learning in

Japanese Universities?”

Introduction

This chapter looks into how researchers see EFL in Japan in the globalized context of

language learning. It will address four main areas as follows

1. General evaluation of language learning in Japan
a) Communicative skills
b) Pronunciation
c) TOEFL
2. Instruction
d) Teacher centred instruction
e) The focal skills (FS) approach
) The direct translation method
g) The grammar - translation method
3. Environment
h) EFL in the education system
1) University entrance examination
j) Fear of internationalization
k) Curriculum reform
4. Personal factors
I) Motivation
m) Attitudes

n) Reticence

22



1. General evaluation of language learning in Japan
In the following section, | will look at the literature describing the pedagogical principles
that are often adapted in EFL inside Japan (and that are also found elsewhere). I will also
review research that explains how personal factors affect EFL attainment.
a) Communicative skills
As described in the introduction to this thesis, in popular perception, Japanese university
students are said to have low English communicative skills relative to other countries, and
media/researchers treat the situation as in need of attention. The economist and widely
acknowledged commentator on Japanese culture Kwan (2002) wrote;

Most Japanese fare poorly in English, as widely acknowledged by both foreigners

and the Japanese themselves.

Kwan added that Japanese poor performance in English communication creates diplomatic
problems. Kwan’s negative view represents two groups, namely the academic and the

commercial worlds.

b) Pronunciation

LoCastro (2001:77) reported that the English by Japanese speakers in classes were easy to
understand and friendly, but unpleasant to listen to. Eckman et al. (1995:49) agreed with
LaCastro (ibid.) in that English spoken by Japanese students is problematic. He added that
Japanese speakers repeat the main clauses and they lack contrast of /r/ and /I/ (ibid: 275).
Then, he concluded that the deviant English by Japanese speakers would interfere with
global communication in its interpretability. It appears that, although the presence of
phonological features might affect interpretability to different degrees, it would not be a
phenomenon limited to Japanese students. In a similar vein, Takanashi (2004:1) noted that

Japanese students’ attitude toward English mismatches with their oral performance.

c) TOEFL scores
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Takanashi (2004) commented on the problems of Japanese students’ constant low TOEFL
scores and their insufficient communicative skills. Takanashi (ibid.) gave several possible
explanations for this. First, TOEFL education starts late in Japan (at junior high school);
second, compared to other countries, the total number of class hours of English per week is
low; and to add to it, EFL classes are large in Japan. It implies that the teachers cannot
devote sufficient time to individual EFL learners. Takanashi (ibid.) added that
communicative modes in Japan (e.g. indirectness) have significant effects on students’
motivation and Takahashi recommends utilizing the preferred modes of communication in
the English language. It implies that language learning involves language users’ sensitivity

to social and contextual factors such as formality, status, power, and social distance.

Similarly, Schatz and Sullivan (2007) described the low TOEFL scores of Japanese
students, namely the second lowest among Asian countries (approximately 27 countries)
and examined the relationship between language proficiency and national
identities/language attitudes by using a survey of 381 Japanese university students
majoring in computer science in Fukushima. Previous studies that found that students with
strong national identification have less positive attitudes toward the foreign language
studies (Schatz and Sullivan 2007:15). Schatz and Sullivan’s study is echoed in McVeigh
(2004) in saying that the goal of foreign language study in Japanese higher education is a
form of collective desire to please someone else ( i.e. the corporate culture, or national
collectiveness). This touches on the issue of motivation of the learners, which | will

address in a later section.

In sum, the researchers contend that the factors that impact English skills attainments
include late start of EFL instruction, too few dedicated hours in the curriculum, negative
attitudes due to misplaced nationalism, and unproductive source of motivation. As
researchers contend, there might also be some problems in the Japanese EFL learning

programs. However, it might mean that Japanese universities share a similar concern to
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other countries with increasing number of unmotivated students. The next section will look

at instruction that Japanese schools adapt.

2. Instruction

Byram (2008) said that the aim of acquiring a foreign language has changed from
understanding cultures of great civilizations to being able to use language for daily
communication and interaction with people from other countries. From this perspective,
researchers have paid attention to English acquisition theories, which place emphasis on
communication. Hereafter, I will see how language teaching has changed from teacher

centeredness to learner-centred approaches - i.e. to communicative approaches.

d) Teacher cantered instruction

Teacher-centred instruction in language classes in Japanese schools has attracted the
attention of researchers. Matsuura et al. (2004) studied instructional preference by the
teachers (N=50) and students (N=660) at universities throughout Japan. His study reported
that the students prefer teacher-centred instruction from Japanese-born English teachers

who use some Japanese in EFL classes.

Concretely, Kito and Hamada (2008) emphasized integrating skills by recommending
adapting an approach based on students’ strengths. The pedagogical recommendation has
an explicit learning goal with prescriptive exercises. Japanese learners above all learn
written language from a teacher-centred methodology. The subsequent section looks at

the effects of skills-based instruction.

e) The focal skills (FS) approach
Eckman and Iversion (1995:29) explained that the basic idea underlying the FS approach is
that the macro-skills - listening, reading, writing, and speaking - form complex and shifting

patterns of functional interrelationship during the course of L2 acquisition especially when
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the target language is also the language of instruction. At a given stage of development, a
skill may be dependent or autonomous. Dependent skills can be sub-divided into focal and
emergent skills and will continue to develop without special attention through normal
language use. A focal skill needs a focus on intensive efforts to develop it as rapidly as
possible. In this section, we will describe what approaches are used in Japan and how

macro skills appear.

Saegusa and Gay (1988) looked into the Japanese students’ low listening skill, and
administered an English proficiency test for the purpose of comparing the grammar skill
and listening skill of 265 students at a Japanese college and compared the result to 677
non-native English speakers in the United States in six groups. (Midwestern community
college, university affiliated language institutes attendants, French — speaking Canadian
students, and others). The result included the highest scores of 94 to the lowest of 16 with
mean scores of 41.40 for listening proficiency and 62.68 for composition. It gave support
for the widely accepted theory that Japanese students are better in grammar but weak in
spoken language skills including listening. Saegusa (ibid) attributes the cause of difficulty
in listening comprehension to English pronunciation, intonation, vocabulary, or structure
and emphasizes a need for comprehension practice at normal native speaker English speed,
which is approximately 150 to 200 words per minute (ibid: 13). There is an indication that

communication skills need to be given more emphasis.

As for attitudes to these skills, Matsuura, Fujida, and Mahoney (2004:477) said that more
than 60 % of students wish listening and speaking skills to be stressed in EFL, whereas
only 34 % of teachers indicated likewise. Ultimately, listening is the first step in

communication and their research has implications for this study.

For writing, Sasaki and Hirose (1996) investigated factors (e.g. writing strategies, L1

writing, L2 proficiency, instructional background) that might influence Japanese students’
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English writing from 70 freshmen at a Japanese university by distributing post/pre writing
questionnaires and utilizing an English proficiency test (i.e. CELT) as well as a translation
task from L1 to L2. He reported that the students’ English proficiency and their L1 writing
ability influenced their English writing. He explained that good writers’ pay more attention
to overall organization. This meant that L1 writing and L2 proficiency influenced each

other.

Constanzo (2009:107) said that, while research in English teaching has traditionally
distinguished writing skills from speaking, a new approach considers writing as more
anti-social and the spoken discourse as a social activity. From this, he (ibid.: 114) cited that
the ideal language for social and communicative purposes involves students working
together on dialogues of written work and negotiating meanings through integrated
activities (e.g. group works or pair works). Then, students would learn to elaborate ideas in
speaking which bridges discourse into thoughts. The above literatures showed how
speaking skills are interrelated to other English skills. In his account, Clouet (2006: 55)
points out that language performance requires not only language skills but also
understanding of the socio-cultural aspects of the target language speakers. For learner
centred approach - i.e. activity based approach; he described the importance of materials.
He recommended using primary texts (e.g. novels, film), authentic materials (e.g.
advertisement, technological resources) and literary texts. This study will also look for
what the students say about teaching materials. The next section will look at the direct-
translation method, which is the most, frequent approach used to improve reading skills at

Japanese school.

f) The Direct Translation Method
The direct translation method is translation back and forth from L1 to L2, which is
prevalent in Japanese schools. According to Stevick (1996: 160), the direct translation

method treats language as an object before it becomes a medium of communication. Then,
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what to say is less important than how correctly | say it. Kasuya (2000) said that Japanese
students have not learned figurative use of lexis because they learn vocabulary by the
direct translation method. He suggested that, since English has a wide range of alternative
terms for core words, it is difficult to replace a word by direct translation methods (Jullian,
2000: 38). Thus, the word-to-word translation gives a syntactic problem, which can impair

meaning of the text or understanding in intercultural situations.

In this light, Jullian (2000) pointed out two learning problems arising from a lack of lexical
knowledge; first on the reception side, learning would fail due to a lack of comprehension,
and on the production side, speakers have a limited ways to use lexical knowledge to
convey meaning. Whether aiming at accuracy or fluency, Jullian (2000) recommends
teaching paradigmatic and systematic relations i.e. using concordance to improve
comprehension. This study also asked the students’ familiarities in using concordance and

few students utilize the program.

Similarly, Halliday and Hasan (1985:3) described the weakness of the direct translation

method in that

There is one limitation its emphasis on the concept of the sign (i.e. lexis) which
has tended to be seen in isolation, as a thing in itself, which exists first in and of
itself before coming to be related to other signs.
They suggested that the meaning existing in texts cannot be separated from its context;
thereby any communication that does not take into account its addressee and wider context

may be meaningless.

g) The grammar translation method
Similarly, the grammar translation method is relevant in Japan, which requires students to:
1) remember rules exactly; 2) use these rule with other grammatical sentences; and 3)

remember ‘which “what”’ could be used in the same set of whereas’ (Stevick 1996:211-3).
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The method focuses on accuracy rather than fluency, which, is suitable to apply to the

university exams.

3. Environment

In the following part, we will now consider the effect of teaching in Japan.

As research shows, multiple approaches to language learning would be more successful in
terms of the language acquisition of students, than EFL courses offering, and utilizing, a
reduced number of options, or strategies, for language learning. On the other hand, Gillette
(1994:210) notes that the learners’ goals and L2 success are predisposed by learners’ social
environment and the use and value of English in their communities. Only ultimate goals
may allow students to withstand the difficulties and get themselves off the negative spike
they are impaled on. There arise inevitable conflicts between academic goal of students

and social needs. In the following, we will describe the educational environment in Japan.

h) EFL in the education system

In Japan, compulsory education begins at age six and includes six years in elementary
school and three in middle school. Since 2008, English language was introduced once a
week from fifth graders at elementary schools without assessment, and students learn
English as a compulsory subject at junior high school. After the completion of compulsory
education, 98.5% of all students go to high school and 70 % of them attend university
(Makarova & Rodgers 2004:51). Until entering university, in 2000, about 4 million junior
high school students, and 4 million senior high school students were studying English and
approximately, 600,000 university students were enrolling in English language classes
(Makarova and Rogers 2004:6). In line with the Ministry of Education (hereafter MEXT)
guideline in 2002, students are studying to improve their communicative skills by

increasing vocabulary and improving listening. These changes are reflected in curriculum

29



and examined in university entrance examinations. In focusing on receptive skills in EFL,
Krashen’s (1982) natural approach is officially promoted as a way to cultivate
communicative skills in English (ibid.: 2004: 90). This approach resulted in the following
three outcomes. First, listening activities increased at secondary school level. Second,
listening comprehension tests were introduced in a number of university entrance
examinations, including the National Centre Tests in 2006; and finally the score allocation
of listening tests in the widely used standardized test (STEP) has risen from 31% to 41 %.
However, despite political efforts to improve EFL, the various reforms have not been

perceived as successful.

Takahashi (2004:6) wrote that, in 2000, around 95% of junior high school graduates in
Japan advanced to senior high school, 70 % of whom went on to universities or colleges.
Recognizing this increasing number of students with a mix of educational needs for
attendance, higher education cannot meet all the individual needs/goals, which vary at the
beginning point of their entry. In addition, failing to recognize varying abilities among
Japanese university students is seen as problematic (Cagen 2002). The following section

will look at research investigating the significance of university entrance examinations.

1) University entrance examination

Benson (1991) surveyed over 300 freshmen at a private Japanese university in order to
assess their attitudes towards English and their learning of the English language. He
suggested that there is mismatch between the memorized knowledge students obtained by
preparing for entrance examinations and practical usage of that knowledge. In addition, the
study also assessed levels of students’ exposure to English, their self-assessment of English
skills, and the students’ motivation for studying English. The results showed that those
students who had little exposure to English, and whose self-rating of their own skills was

low, had low morale and little motivation for learning English and little success in learning
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English. Benson (ibid.) also suggested that English was seen as useful for a selection of
international situations, but that English was not seen as useful for domestic and local
situations, with only those students who saw themselves as needing to go abroad being
motivated for dedicating themselves to studying English. This shows that EFL and

internalization are interdependent.

In regard to vocabulary, JACET listed 8000 frequency words to prepare for the exams.
However, Jullian (2000) noted that active English vocabulary is made up of the most
frequent words. The conclusion is that students try to memorize a large vocabulary, which
Is indispensable for successful goals of entrance exams while communicative goals require

fewer words.

Concomitantly, Kobayashi (2001) focused on English language education within the
Japanese social and educational context by looking at Japanese high school students and
university-preparatory high schools in Japan. In doing so, a semi-structured questionnaire
was handed out to 66 Japanese university-bound high school students, with the results from
this questionnaire suggesting that the internationalization of the Japanese society, and its
association with the English language, helps Japanese students to develop an orientation in
order to communicate with native speakers of English. It was argued, however, that students'
orientation towards an international perspective is somewhat dampened by English classes
that are generally devoid of communication with native English speakers and that are focused
on examinations. It is also dampened by Japanese society outside their English classroom
experiences, which, generally, lacks any practical need for English, thus belittling the
studying of English as a practical endeavour. Kobayashi (ibid.) found that many Japanese

students had only their university entrance examination in mind in studying English; and
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very few students admitted to wanting to learn English because they were likely to need it for
international communication. Many students admitted that they saw no link between the
English they were learning and potential communication with native English speakers, and
finally, many students highlighted that they believed that ‘broken’ spoken English would be
sufficient for any communications they needed to make in English with native English
speakers. These findings suggest that, perhaps, the pedagogical approach to English language
learning is misplaced, with the findings suggesting that the English language is taught, and

therefore understood, as an abstract concept to Japanese students.

Makarova and Rodgers 2004:41) agreed with Watanabe (1996) and Kobayashi (2001) and
gave the underlying reasons for failure: 1) teachers’ lack of confidence, 2) cultural
expectations of pupils, parents, and college and 3) teachers’ beliefs. Makarova (ibid.: 42)
continued that the valuable advantage of EFL in Japan lies in its intangible aspect, namely,
in its hidden and non-utilitarian effect on the mind. In sum, we have seen that researchers
identify the following key factors in the system as a cause of problems: dominance of
exams, lack of practical use, questionable role of vocabulary learning, and the lack of
attention to communicative skills. According to these researchers, there are problems in the
education system in a global era. A lack of English skills may be disadvantageous to
enjoying the benefits of globalization, and so the next section will discuss how attitudes

toward internationalization affect English study.

1) Fear of internationalization

Cogan, Torney-Purta, and Andersen (1988) studied the knowledge and attitudes necessary
for global leadership, and investigated the international knowledge and awareness among
50 freshmen and 50 seniors’ students from public universities in the U.S.A. and Japan. The

result shows considerable differences between the U.S. freshmen and seniors whereas
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small differences were found between Japanese freshmen and seniors. The conclusion of
the study is that Japanese students’ progress is small during their four years of higher
education and, confirms the widespread belief that the Japanese university graduates are
dysfunctional learners (ibid.: 296-297). They (ibid.: 297) contended that if a goal of
Japanese education is to meet challenging needs of globalization, the internationalization
of education has failed. Broadly, Cogan et al. (ibid.) called for changing the learning

context instead of changing the students.

As seen above, EFL at Japanese school essentially focuses on learning lexis and syntax to
improve reading skills for university, rather than communicative skills in the context of
globalization. However, recently, MEXT is taking steps to encourage students to improve
communicative skills in English particularly to secure national security (e.g. political and
economical interests).  Globally, with the shift from written to spoken language in English
study as an international language, there are a number of changes taking place in Japanese

school. The next section will consider the curriculum reform in Japan.

k) Curriculum reform

Byram (2008:29) suggested that the current Japanese goal of “cultivate Japanese with
English abilities” aims to provide English communicative skills for national interests in
economy, which is limited to political incentive. This raises the question whether this aim

coincides with that of the learners.

In relation to cultural influences on curriculum, Weinstein (2002:255) stated, “Obstacles to
reaching higher (levels) lie in contradictions between classroom effort and the large
culture of the school.” Paradoxically, in the competitive educational environment in Japan,
one of the motivations for students may be to protect their self-worth from their friends and

to preserve their social identity. As for text reforms, school textbooks are revised with an
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increase of dialogical texts to aim for speaking skills. Consequently, vocabularies taught at
school are remarkably reduced from 1,200 - 2,100 in 1951 to 900 words in 1998, which are
about 100 fewer than in the previous curriculum. Woolfolk, Hughes, and Walkup,
(2008:68) said that the average six-year old native speaker has a vocabulary of 8,000 to
14,000 words growing to about 40,000 by age 11. The problem arises that the students

learn relatively few words to express themselves.

In summary, this section described the interrelationship between globalization and EFL
curriculum. In the following section, research on socio-psychology factors will be

reviewed.

4. Personal factors

As the above research stated, individual differences in motivation, reticence and attitudes
influence school learning. This section will examine how individual factors in psychology
affect learning. Ushioda (2006:151) contended that there is growing recognition of the
impact of globalization on language learning motivation, and theoretical refinement of the

concept of motivation. This section starts with motivation in EFL.

Nicholls (1989) asserted that motivational inequality is prevalent in school. Woolfork
(2006) agreed with Nicholls (ibid) that this motivation inequality has increased rather than
decreased in the years since it was first noted. For example, some students with optimum
motivation have an edge such as adaptive attitudes and intrinsic interests while others
failed to adapt strategies, goal setting, and self-monitoring. Notably, Butler and Newman
(1995) said that the much of the widely reported school failure is a result of students failing
to expend the efforts to do high-quality work. It means that success or failure has been

attributed to individual accounts i.e. purpose or emotional reactions. Seeing affective
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factors as volatile, what we are concerned with here is motivation inequality. What are

Japanese students’ motivations to study English?

I) Motivation

Gardner and Lambert (1959) pioneered the study of language learning and motivation. In
the earlier study, they focused on integrative orientation of language learning and aptitudes
of learners. Then, during 1970, the socio-psychological theories of motivation have
illustrated communicative needs and language development for European integration
(Ushida 2006:148). The social psychological models on motivation described
communicative needs and language development among migrant populations in Europe
(ibid). During 1990s, research attention has increasingly focused on classroom
motivational process (ibid.:149). For example, Tremblay and Gardner (1995 in Schumann
1997:95) considered that motivation needs to be reappraised as a direct influence on EFL
achievement. They considered that adaptive attribution toward L2 culture would influence
motivation, language learning attitudes, and, resultant language proficiency. Then, Dornyei
(2001: 22) linked motivation and expectancy-value theories such as individuals’
“expectancy of success” - the value the individual attaches to success on that task (ibid:
20); and “self-efficacy” - “people’s judgment of their capabilities to carry out certain tasks
(ibid.: 22)”. It means that goal-setting theory is compatible with expectancy-value theories
in that commitment is seen to be enhanced when people believe that achieving the goal is
possible (ibid.: 26). In this case, orientation is content-dependent determined by “what to

learn.”

Subsequently, Gardner (2007) focused on two types of motivation; 1) individual
motivation for language acquisition and 2) classroom motivation. He said that educational
and cultural contexts having influence on the degree of integrative motivation (e.g. positive

attitudes towards the learning situation and 2) the integrative motivation toward L2 culture.
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‘Integrative orientation’ here means having a personal interest in the people and culture

represented by the other group.

In contrast, Ushida (2006:151) argued that, due to the spread of English in global era as a
lingua franca, there is a problem of applying the concept of ‘integrative orientation’
because there is no specific target reference group of speakers in LF situations. Then, she
(2006:149) said that theoretical framework of motivation theories needs to be reappraised
to focus more on the socio-psychological issue of intelligibility and identify. Ushida (ibid.:
158) contended that motivation of language study has an overtly political dimension,
which appears not only in language choice but also to the day-to-day processes of

engagement with language learning.

Bernajus and Wilson (2009) investigated Spanish students’ interrelationships between their
achievements and teachers/students motivations by using six determiners in questionnaires.
Bernaus et. al. (ibid.:31) reported that the high level of achievement was related to high
level of integrative motivation and parental encouragement to learn English. This can be
explained by the fact that language learning is different from other subjects studied in that
the contexts of EFL has fewer factors in common with their culture and students’ attitudes
toward target culture influence their learning activities. Those findings are informative for
our study to understand how students see their experiences in EFL classes. It implies that

EFL is influence by individual factors (e.g. personality) rather than classroom factor.

Turning to the Japanese context, Makarove (2004) contended that the low levels of English
proficiency at Japanese schools are also related to the low level of motivation. Her

contention is that motivation is not exclusively intrinsic, but if optimum motivation is to
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happen, learning takes place by “its environment i.e. milieu”. This is supported by Marhr
and Midgley (1996 in Shunk, Patrick, and Meece 2008:350) who suggested that a major
priority of EFL is to build a classroom climate where students support each other for

learning and care about their classmates.

Mori (2004) looked at the relationship between students' motivation and attitudes toward
reading outside school, how well they read English, and how well they performed in the
English language. Reading proficiency was assessed by a questionnaire and reading reports
were collected from 100 first-year students at a women’s university in Japan. The results
showed that the students’ motivation and their reading habits were indicative of students’
English proficiency. He suggested that the absence of interaction with native English
speakers is not as problematic as was expected, given the fact that high levels of motivation
and good study habits predicted high levels of English proficiency, even in the absence of
interactions with native English speakers. Consequently, Mori (ibid.) agreed with Watanabe
(1996) in that internal factors (e.g. motivation) have effects on students’ performance in

that these traits are difficult to change (Mori ibid.: 75).

LoCastro (2001) looked at individual differences in second language acquisition among
university students learning English at a Japanese university well known for their language
studies in Tokyo with the usage of group discussions, essays, and language awareness
worksheets. Interestingly, our study also includes a student of this university as a
participant. LoCastro (ibid.) suggested that positive attitudes towards learning English
provided by students do not match their language-related behaviours. She found that many
students professing their love of learning English do not act in a manner consistent with this,

I.e., not studying or making any effort to improve their English language proficiency. When
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pushed, the majority of students who profess their love for the English language and for
learning English admitted that they need to learn English in order to advance along their
chosen career pathway, or because they want to study abroad and so need to know how to
speak English, with very few students showing any genuine motivation for learning the
English language per se. LoCastro (ibid.) suggested that the students’ motivation to study
English is extrinsic while attitudes toward internationalization is intrinsic in quality. It is an

interesting question how this will impact on proficiency in English in a global era.

In sum, this section described motivation literature from different perspectives. First, the
literature described socio-psychological motivation, which focused on motivation in
individual contents. Then, research focused on motivation in English classes, which
determines not only the goals of language but self-efficacy, and attitudes toward English
study. Then, education theories have redirected attention to socio-cultural dimensions in
that the concept of motivation has expanded to include social identities.

In the next section, | will discuss the role of students’ attitudes toward English speakers

and the target countries.

m) Attitudes

Burr (2003: 131) explained that an ‘attitude’ refers to a coherent and relatively stable
orientation on an issue or object and there will be high degree of coherence in what is said.
The meaning of ‘attitudes’ in this study is taken from Sarnoff (1970 in Benson 1991:35) as
“a disposition to react favourably or unfavourably to a class of objects.” Stephan (1987)
was the first to propose a detailed model of how exposure influences attitudes and
behaviours. Stephan argued that social factors (e.g. social structure) exert their nature on
the interaction, which is expressed as stereotype attitudes. According to Dornyei et al.
(2005 in Csizer and Komos 2008:170), an amount of exposure to target language will help

to promote positive attitudes up to a certain point, but beyond that level, it works against
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positive inter-cultural relations. There are various ways of interpreting why this is. For
example, in Japan, in which direct contacts with native speakers is rare and short in
duration, it is unlikely that negative attitudes will be reduced. Similarly, Lyall (2000)
contended that students’ perceptions of language study are important in determining the
success of learning. Maggi-Lieg (2009) explored the Japanese university students’
perceptions of native English speakers and reported that, although their perception
appeared to be positive for the most part, the stress or nervousness in talking to foreigners
appeared to be related to their English ability rather than their negative perceptions of

foreigners.

Chihara and Oller (2006) investigated Japanese students’ attitudes toward EFL, toward
themselves, towards other Japanese students learning English, towards native English
speakers, towards travel to an English speaking country, and finally towards learning
English. A total one hundred twenty three students at Osaka YMCA participated in the
study. The study utilized 1) cloze test from Oller, Hudson, and Liu (1977: 2) an attitude
questionnaire modified by Oller et al. and 3) self-rating reports of English skills. Then,
these measurements of attitudes along with these variables were related to EFL proficiency.
The results showed a weak correlation between attitudes and proficiency, suggesting that it
is not only attitude that has a bearing on the student’s attainment in the English language.
He concluded that the relationship between attitudes and proficiency in a target language
might be indirect and therefore weak, or that the attitude measures were invalid suggesting
that language proficiency might depend on classroom environment rather than attitudes.
This contradictory result might arise from individual difference such as language exposure.
It suggested that the interrelationship between English study and learners’ attitudes is

unclear.
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Gardner (2007) has developed measurement of variables that affect students’ learning
concerning 1) motivation, 2) language anxiety, 3) integrativeness, 4) instructional
orientations, 5) parental encouragement, and 6) attitudes toward learning situation in six
countries; Japan, Spain, Croatia, Poland, Romania, and Brazil. The result reports amazing
consistencies in that motivation is correlated the most to their marks whereas attitudes
toward the learning situation are least correlated so that teachers have least effects on

students’ performance.

In short, there are conflicting views whether learners’ attitudes are linked to appearance of

English skills or not and we await more empirical evidence.

n) Reticence
Mc\eigh (2004: 212) considers the English problem in Japan at the national and historical
level and wrote that:
It is not unusual for Japanese people to apologize for their lack of English-speaking
ability
Mc\eigh (ibid) draws from his 15-year living experience in Japan and ascribed a hindrance
to language learning to: resistance by nationalist elements; the unfocused mission of higher
education towards the corporate culture; and a lack of academic motivation which impairs
performance (ibid.: 223). McVeigh’s discussion of pedagogy recommends a natural
approach as opposed to formal learning where most Japanese students sit down and read
authentic materials with the dominant goal of passing university entrance examinations.
Makorova (2004:24) joined McVeigh’s claims,
One of the typical problem” in EFL classes in Japan “is the inability to overcome
their shyness and the fear that they will make fools of themselves in front of

others.
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According to Nozaki, 1993 (in Makarova and Rogers 2004:50-57), Western teachers
working in Japanese universities ascribed Japanese students’ passiveness to Confucianism.
By contrast, Rogers (1977:70) said, “the students are best governed by being kept in
constant state of fear.” In the next part, literature focuses on the relationship between level

of reticence (e.g. passiveness) in English class and English proficiency.

Cheng (2000) described the explanation of cultural attributes of Asian societies being cited
as the main causes for these reticent and passive behaviours as an over-generalization. He
noted that if some Asian students are quieter than expected in certain classes, the causes of
this are likely to be situation-specific and not due to cultural factors. Cheng concluded that
interpretations of reticence and activity/passivity that are based entirely on cultural attributes

are not an accurate diagnosis for the problems arising in English learning by Asian students.

Jackson (2002) assessed why Asian students hold back from participating in discussions in
the classroom setting and considered what can be done to increase their involvement in
lessons. In order to better understand the reasons for the Asian students' reticence, Jackson
used surveys, interviews with lecturers and student, as well as observations with analysis of
video footage from actual classroom settings at Hong Kong university business course. The
result indicated that, many students wish to break the tie with negative factors. A mix of
socio-cultural (e.g. fear of losing face) and educational factors (e.g. teacher-centred
learning habit) played a significant role in determining the level of students’ interaction in
classrooms. The recommendations from the research were that specific, targeted strategies
need to be utilized by English language teachers of Asian students, in order to overcome the
reticence of some students and to increase levels of active participation in classrooms, in

order to improve English language proficiency in Asian (particularly Japanese) students.
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Jackson found little evidence for a major effect of culture on English language learning in
Asian students, rather finding that reticence is present in only some Asian students and that
this can interfere with their degree of, and success in, classroom learning. The important
thing is for teachers to understand students’ perception of the classes. In this case, it is
important to note that Laney (2003) explains introverted persons take a longer time to
overcome inherited reticence. Laney says, “Introversion is a natural characteristic
occurring in about 25 % of the population”, and the next section will look at this factor in

more details.

Busch (2006) focused on internal factors and their relation to English learning by Japanese
students, looking at how positioning along the introversion-extraversion scale affects
English language learning and the EFL proficiency of Japanese students. Busch formed a
hypothesis that extraverted students are expected to attain a higher proficiency in English
because extroverts take more advantage than introverts to take opportunities to have input
in English and practice the language with native speakers. In this account, in order to test
this hypothesis, 80 junior college students and 105 adult students at YMCA night school in
age from 17 to 69 took a standardized English test, completed a personality questionnaire,
oral interviews, and completed another questionnaire on their impressions of English and
English learning. The results from the analyses of these questionnaires showed that
extraverts are not always proficient in English, with extraversion having a significantly
negative correlation with pronunciation and introverts having higher scores in reading and
grammar. With respect to the cultural factors predominant in Japanese society, Busch
concluded that, the tendency for Japanese students is to be reserved when faced with native
English speakers; but a mixture of introverted/extraverted students is found within English
classes not containing native English speakers; and that care should be taken when native

English speakers are invited in to classes. In addition, in terms of ensuring that lessons are
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managed in such a way, all students can benefit from EFL experience with native speakers.
Busch summarized that cultural factors and individual characteristics can have a major

impact on the ways students learn and the learning that students take away from classes.

More broadly, for Takanashi (2004), the formality and politeness in the use of English (e.g.
teachers- students’ relationship) greatly affect EFL practices in Japan. It might imply the
difficulties of pair-work or group presentation. In his account, Dornyei (2001: 34) wrote
that teachers should be an emotional amplifier of the students as a-motivator or
de-motivator. However, according to Holiday (2010: 176), from cosmopolitanism views of
the world today, the social structure of nations does not necessarily define and confine

cultural reality.

Summary
The literature has suggested that language learning/teaching reflects inequality partly
because the level of proficiency is influenced by psychological factors and the environment.
These discussions are important in terms of structuring this study and in the construction of
the methodology for the research, given that certain aspects of EFL environments can affect
how students are taught, and learn, English. 1 now give a summary of the factors that
literature mentioned above.

a) | first reviewed teaching methodology that are employed in Japan and outside

Japan

b) Second, I reviewed EFL environment and showed how cultural isolation from
the English-speaking world and entrance examination have been interrelated to

EFL.

¢) Third, I discussed the nature and contents of students’ EFL motivation, and the
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lack thereof.

This was an attempt to investigate the students’ motivations and attitudes to see whether the

relationship between English skills and national power is disputed.

It appears that using cultural debates to influence the political debate on EFL would be
highly inappropriate; for what it is worth, the strategy would likely to be ineffective to
explain the myth of low English skills in Japan. As literature showed, there were gaps in
the research because the most of research in Japan has been studied by questionnaires and
tests and talked about cultural characteristics e.g. reticence etc. However, nobody has asked

students for their explanations. This study aims to fill the void.
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I11. Research Methodology

Introduction

The literature review suggested that there are conflicting views of EFL in Japan. Japanese
students are thought to have more limited ability to learn English compared to other
countries, and changes in EFL approaches and principles show little effect in improving
their English proficiency. This study examines students’ EFL experiences and their views
on English teaching principles and this chapter presents a map of the research methodology

of the present study.

1. Research Paradigms

Before providing details of the study, a brief account of research paradigms provides some

of the background thinking that informed the approach taken.

A ‘paradigm’is a world view that represents how we think about the world. However, a
paradigm is not be proven but deeply embedded in the socialization of the adherents and
practitioners. Research inquiry has passed through a number of ‘paradigm eras’;
pre-positivist, positivist and post-positivist, and in each era, inquiry is guided in quite
different ways (Lincoln and Guba: 1985:15-20). The positivist era began early in the
nineteenth century, primarily in France and Germany (Lincoln and Guba 1985:19). John
Stuart Mill published “A System of Logic” in 1843, in which he illustrated political,
economic, and social revolutions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth country.
Habermas (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2007:10) described five aspects of “positivist”
views; objectivity, hypothetic-deductive theory, external law-like relations, the use of

formal language, separation of facts from meaning, and the opposition to different

45



interpretations. In essence, positivism favours logical and mathematical data to verify data.

However, critiques of positivism state that the problem of positivism is its determination to
explain human phenomena (Cohen et al. 2007). Paradigm shifts in academic research is
linked to changes in social and political dimensions. For instance, whether an issue (e.g.
death penalty) is un/ethical or i/legal are relevant to culture contexts. In short, a paradigm

shift would influence the whole society - i.e. in terms of what counts as ‘lawfulness’.

In contrast, ‘post-positivism’ considered that reality is holistically constructed and any
inquiry reflects the time and its context. In this regard, as a way of construing
post-positivism ideas, Schwartz and Ogilvy (1979 in Lincoln et al. 1985:51-56) outlined
seven characteristics of a new paradigm (i.e. post-positivism) to interpret reality as follows:
1) Reality interacts with environments: 2) Different perspectives exist side by side which
do not have a real order: 3) Reality is interconnected by different perspectives that create
three-dimensional understandings: 4) The future is unpredictable and ambiguous because it
is conditional to a nature: 5) The idea of causality has changed from a linear to mutual
conception and 6) Natural inquiry is open to change: and lastly, 7) Observation provides a
partial picture and does not yield a complete result. In this regard, Lincoln et al.
(1985:61-2) defined ‘post-positivism’ in that the human being is internally and externally
connected with other people around them, and that human nature is unpredictable and
changes take place suddenly. It means that reality is dynamic and varies by individual

perceptions.

Given a lack of coherence in understanding the EFL phenomenon in Japan, the aim of this
study is to fill the gaps of existing research findings. To do so, this study will apply the

post-positivism in that | will see how the students’ views are different from others by the
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natural inquiry. The next section will describe the research method of this study.

2. Research method

Quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal relationships
between variables and deductively understand reality within traditional norms. For
example, researchers in educational study use this scientific approach to make valid
decisions. On the other hand, variables in educational contexts are frequently too numerous
to identify and control in a systematic fashion. Then, it is hard to solve problems by
inductive reasoning alone (Ary 2002). Some qualitative researchers argue that the
mathematical model of quantitative research seeks only probabilities from large numbers

of randomly selected cases and fails to see the details of real life (Denzin et al. 2008:16).

Since the birth of qualitative research in the early 20™ century, qualitative researchers have
held that a competent observation can report the world with sufficient objectivity, clarity,
and precision. Recognizing that individual perspective may be difficult to understand with
quantitative measurements and to assess casual relationships between variables, qualitative
researchers have used a variety of sources including personal experience, life story, and
cultural texts to describe routine or problematic moments and seeks meanings in
individuals’ lives (Denzin, and Lincoln 2008:5). Consequently, qualitative researchers aim
to understand what lies behind any phenomenon, which is difficult to unveil from

guantitative methods (Strauss, and Corbin 1990:18)

3. Qualitative Method of the present study

This study values the importance of interpreting and understanding individuals’ subjective

experience. Fraenkel & Wallen (2006) quote general characteristics of qualitative research,
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which bear on the current research methods:
1. The natural setting is the direct source of data, and the researcher is the key
instrument supplemented by audio- videotaping equipments.
2. Qualitative data are in the form of texts in words and oral or visual forms such as
video / picture to portray the scene with maximum accuracies.
3. Process of the investigation is equally important as the product. The people’
interaction/ reactions are the most important for the interpretation.
4. The hypothesis is inductively produced by examining the parts and put them
together to reach to the conclusion.
The explanation fits into the research goal of the current study to fill the gap of research
findings in the some existing research in the literature. In doing so, the following research
questions were set with a description of the areas that were addressed in the process of data

collection.

3-a) The Research Questions of the study
Research suggests that there has been an attempted change of teaching methods in Japan in
recent years due to the focus on globalisation. The major principles of the change were
identified and the reason for focusing on them in the research questions for this study are
explained below.
1. What are students’ opinions about EFL principles?
Specific areas:
1a) Monolingual method
1 b) The ideal teacher is NET
1 ¢) The earlier English is taught, the better the result.
1 d) English should be taught as a Lingua Franca for international
communication. (EIL)

1 e) English should be taught through the medium of English in a direct
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method.
1 f) English is essentially learnt to interact with the Native speakers of the
language.
1 g) English as a world language affects national power.

2. What are Japanese students’ experiences in the EFL classroom?

More specifically:
2 a) What do you think of Japanese students’ language skills in general?
2 b) What is your achievement of your English skills?
2 ¢) How did you learn these skills?
2 d) What type of English skills do you further want to learn?
2 e) What kind of change do you want in EFL?

What follows presents theoretical frameworks that | relied on to organize the sub-research

questions.

3-b) Reasons for choosing the research questions

A number of English language principles are widely held by professionals and applied in
EFL worldwide. However, critics argue about their effectiveness in EFL classes such as
their pedagogical models (e.g.to provide codified forms, syntactic correctness,
interoperability, authenticity) or as their utility (e.g. fairness, teachers’ readiness). This
study will look for student views on these principles, which includes usefulness of the
principles and their suitability for EFL goals at Japanese schools. In what follows, the
scholarly literature, which supports the debates of each principle, will be identified. The

following research questions were chosen to contribute to these debates in the literature.

Main research Question 1: What are students’ opinions about EFL principles?
a) What are their views about the use of the Monolingual Method?

The monolingual method (using only the target language) has been popular since the
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early 20th century, and influential in Japan as elsewhere. Both learners and teachers
have been affected by a belief in this principle (Medgyes 2003:64). For one thing,
there are several restrictions in applying the monolingual method in EFL (e.g.
students’ lack of proficiency, teachers’ readiness, lack of fairness). On other hand,
Malave et al. (1991:8-111) noted that culture is transmitted through language and
creates cultural identity through the process of mastering L1. The question concerns
the relationship between language learning and cultural identity. This study posits
that the question is useful in taking account of learners’ English knowledge and
performances.

b) What are their views about advantages and disadvantages of NETs and
NNETs?

Native speakers (NETs) are invited to many Asian schools to improve students’
English ability and they are expected to use a monolingual method. The JET program
in Japan has earned high recognition as a way to cultivate human and culture
exchange. However, the usefulness of native speakers in EFL is still controversial.
According to Medgyes (2003), the number of students who expressed preference for
native English teachers (NETS) or non-native English teachers (NNETSs) was almost
the same although 40.3 % did not take a view (Medgyes 2003:70). It means that it is
difficult to compare the different parameters and the number is not high but important
in considering the utility of the principle. I consider that the question is crucial in
drawing out students’ views on utilities (i.e. advantages and disadvantages of
monolingual methods) in EFL classes. | asked the students if they agree with the
latest assumption that a native speaker of the language can teach them appropriately

and better.

C) What are their views about the belief ‘the earlier, the better’?

The issue of early learning of English is perennial from political and general
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perspectives and in Japan language learning has recently been introduced to
elementary schools. There are disagreements in views about when language is best
acquired. For example, Singleton (1989:266) writes, “Learners exposed to early
second language instruction probably have some advantage in the very long run over
those whose exposure begins later.” Lennerberg (1967 in Bongaerts, T. 1991: 133)
took the view that “Language could no longer be completely successfully acquired
after the close of the critical period between age 2 and puberty.” It implies that
young learners have fewer barriers to study English. This study will investigate

perceptions of how starting age affects English skills in EFL contexts.

d) What are their views about learning English as a lingua franca or Standard
English?

There has been continuous growth of English usage as LF in the world with
eventually, over two billion English Speakers worldwide (Kachru, 1985 in Kubota
2001:48). This led to numerous debates on the choice of native or non-native
standard for English study (Jenkins, 2000 in Makaravo 2004:3). With the spread of
English as a FL another question arose related to its interpretation and authenticity.
Molave, et al. (1991: 117) suggested, “Linguistic accuracy is less critical to effective
communication in a second language than the accompanying para-linguistic and
extra linguistic aspects.” The idea is useful in describing the parameter models of
grammar, pronunciation, and lexis in English as LF. However, as the literature
showed, Japanese students focus on accuracy in using English, which might be

attributed to their academic needs or social-cultural factors.

e) What are their views about the use of the Direct Method in English class?
The method serves as a response to the Grammar-Translation method. For example,
over hundred years ago, Francois Gouin had painful experience studying German

when moving to Germany and memorized a German Grammar book and returned
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to find that his 3 year- old —nephew acquired fluent L1 while he failed to understand
German. Series of methods such as Berlitz’ Direct method were invented afterwards.
(Brown 1987: 34-45). In Japan, the Direct Method has been influential. This question

asks about the utility of the method in EFL contexts.

f) What are their views about the EFL goal of the native speakers’ norm and the
question of grammatical versus communicative language learning?

In the last two decades, ““ the aim of EFL has changed from understanding the high
culture of great civilizations to usages of the language for daily communication with
people from other countries (Byram 2008:6)” However, critics of World English such
as Phillipson (1992) contended that dominant use of English language for global
communication gives an imbalance of power. It implies a political dimension in
language teaching. As the literature reviews reported, the EFL policy in Japan is
vulnerable to the influence of the global spread of English around the world and its
influence on national power (i.e. economic and educational). Byram (2008:29)
considers that Japanese policy of EFL aims for economic purposes- investment in
human capital. This question looks into the students’ view on their pursuit of learning

English and their needs of English in daily life.

Although Kubota (1998) said that an important goal of EFL is to meet the needs for
internationalization, investment in English education in Japan is lower than that in
South Korea and China (Hu, et al. 2012:353). A reason could be, as Kobayashi
(2001:71) reported, due to lack of social need for the English language. Then,
teaching native speakers’ norm for university exams is not mirrored by the students’
needs (Kobayashi: ibid.: 71). Mochizuki et al. (2008:11) agreed with Kobayashi
(ibid) that it is not uncommon for EFL teachers to object to the effectiveness of the

communicative approach in their large English class for students who have few
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opportunities to use English inside and outside classroom. This study looks for the
students’ views on a learning goal of the native norm, which influences pedagogical

choices.

g) What are their views about the relations between language skills and national
interests?

The spread of English around the world is relevant to globalization. In this regard,
Seidlhofer (2002) argues that a dichotomy of native and non-native speakers’ norms
of English in teaching is worrying because it has influence over political force around
the world. It is clear form MEXT policy statement about ‘Japanese with English
abilities (as discussed in Chapter Il) that there is concern in Japan too. This study
looks into the students’ views whether they think English language skill would affect

national power balances or not.

Main research Question 2: What are Japanese student’s experiences in the

EFL classroom?

h) What are their views about the perceived low level of Japanese students’
language skills?

Inequality of English proficiency may arise due to socio-cultural influences. The use
of systematic investigation is important to break out from established patterns of
thinking (Strauss et al. 1990:87-89). This study does not apply quantitative
measurements because the value of English study differs for each student and it is

important to go deeper into their reasoning.

i) What are the students’ views of their levels of English attainments, their
attitudes towards and their opportunities for learning English?
Participants of this study have different educational backgrounds, which are

education at schools; 1) in urban cities, 2) provincial cities, and, finally 3)

53



international schools. The question set to look for differences in their achievements
as they themselves saw them, which includes the best/least proficient English skills
as well as the attitudes of the students to different skills; and 2) toward their

opportunities to acquire these different skills.

j) How did the students acquire their English skills?

During the interview, the author asked about students’ painful or pleasant memories
in the EFL classes. This question aims to identify contributing factors to attain
English skills in three perspectives: 1) instruction, 2) classroom factors, and 3) social

environment.

k) What type of English skills do students wish to develop further?

In this question, | will see how individual variables come into play to develop
language skills and look for their present needs or perceived needs of English skills.
I) What changes do they want to make in EFL classes?

The term ‘changes’ refers to the students’ wishes to make changes over a long period
of time (i.e. in the past, present or future) in English study in three respects: 1)
teacher- student relations, 2) learning activities in which knowledge was developed ,

and 3) the learning materials .

3-c) Justification of the qualitative method

This study is an empirical investigation of the students’ experience and perceptions of EFL

via qualitative method using interviews. As to the research instrument of the interview,

Kvale (1996:70) wrote, “An interview is a uniquely sensitive and powerful method to

capture the experiences and lived meanings of the subjects’ everyday lives.” Woods (1986)

added that, an interview requires trust, curiosity, and unaffectedness. For example,

interviewees faced with obscure questions or the interviewer’s use of leading questions,

would affect the reliability of the data. As Kvale (2007:24-8) demonstrated, the author will
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try to use strategies to understand presentations without prejudice. The following section

describes how the research questions were presented to the students at the interview.

3 - d) Linking the Interview Questions to the Research question
In order to make the interviews more friendly and relaxed, the current study has two sets of
interview scripts; 1) research questions in academic form and 2) interview questions in

vernacular form in table 2.

Table I-1.
Research question (Academic form) Interview questions ( Vernacular
form)
EFL Principles
1a)

1. What do you think about learning
What are their views about the use of the

English by using only English

Monolingual Method? Language?

2. Is L1 usage and translation helpful
or hindrance in English classes?

3. What type of English dictionary do

you use?

4. Do you use concordancer?

1b)

1. Do you have any experiences of
What are their views about advantage and learning English from both NT and
disadvantages of NETs and NNETs? NNT?

2. How did NTs teach students?

3. What are the strength and weakness

of NT and NNT?

4. Which of the two do you prefer?

lc)

What are their views about the belief | 1. Do you think that, by the age of

. leaving high school, you are better at
‘the earlier, the better’?

English if you begin in elementary
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school or only in junior high school?

1d)
What are their views about learning
English as a lingua franca or Standard

English?

1. Should the aim of EFL teaching be to
speak like a NS or to speak like a NNS?

le)
What are their views about the use of the

Direct Method in English class?

1. Do you think that only English should

be used in EFL classes?

1)

What are the students’ views about the
goal of EFL of the native speakers’ norm
and the question of grammatical versus

communicative language learning?

1. What type of English do you want to
learn?

For example, do you prefer Standard
English or varieties of English?

1.9)
What are their views about the relations

between Language skills and national

interests?

1. Do you think Japan is losing power

because of the dominance of English?

General Question for ice breaking

What kinds of experiences do Japanese
students have in EFL classes?

Please tell me about your learning of
English, when you started, where you
learnt, your feelings about it

1. When did you start learning

English?

2. How long have you been learning

English?

3. Why did you start learning English?

4. What are your experiences with
English before entering schools?

5.  What kind of good exposure did you

have with English language at school
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and at home?

6. How do you enjoy your EFL?
7. What the

experiences?

are negative EFL

2a)
What are their views about the perceived

low level of Japanese students’ language
skills?

1. What do you think of Japanese

students’ language skills in general?

2b)

What are the students’ levels of English
attainments, their attitudes towards and
their opportunities for learning English?

1. How did you learn English at

schools?

2. How did you study English outside
classroom?

3. What kind of effort are you making to
improve your EFL?

4. What do you think of your English
skills?

5. What do you think you can do in
English e.g. what can you read, what
can you understand when people are

speaking on TV etc.

2¢) How did the students learn their

English skills?

1. How did you learn your English

skills?

2d)
What type of English skills do students

wish to develop further?

1. What English skills do you want to

improve or need now?

2e)

What changes do they want to make in

EFL classes? (e.g. myself, environment)

1. How do you feel your English
learning experience could have been

improved?

Closing questions

Where is English used?

Please tell me how do you use English in
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your life today?
1. When do you use English?
2.  Where do you use English?

3. With whom do you use English?

4. How do you use English?

In order to elicit in-depth data from the interviews, the author conducted pilot studies in
Durham to improve narratives and interview techniques. In what follows, | describe the

process of the pilot study.

3-e) Pilot Study

A pilot study aims to practice interview skills and improve the interview questions to
answer the research questions. For all interviews, before the interview recording started,
the author explained the research background and the purpose of the research to the
interviewees and delivered a consent form (appendix 1) for the agreement of the
interviewee. In order to ensure accuracies in data, every interview took place in Japanese
and was audio-recorded with some note taking. Interviews began by asking students’ social
backgrounds and recording started when 1 first asked about EFL experiences at schools

(see appendix 52).

With the support of feedback from the supervisor, and with reference to the relevant
literature, the interview questions were developed. In order to make interviews operational
within limited time with little stress, the questions were re-examined and revised into eight

main questions with sub-questions in three focus areas.

After preparing the interview questions, | began contacting Japanese students studying at
the University of Durham. Two days later, 1 met the first interviewee and set up a place

and time for the interview. Four individual interviews and one group interview were
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conducted.

After the pilot studies were completed, the digital data were transcribed into the written
texts. Later, | sent the transcriptions to interviewees for verifications of the interview
content. One student pointed out one area where the report was different from her intention
and added her explanations as to attitude toward English proficiency. These pilot studies
became a good initial practice to reduce unnoticed bias or prejudice. Overall, I learned that
it is important to construct a set of interview questions, which include common questions
and give the interviewees equal time. Consequently, it helped to reduce any possible

prejudice and increase reliability. The details of interviews are show in appendix 3.

The following reports the data from the pilot study, which is relevant for improving

interview questions for the main study.

3 -f) Reflection on the pilot study

The third interview with two students at a fast food restaurant made us recognize how
non-verbal components such as noise, seating arrangement and atmosphere affect the
interview. The fourth interview was held at a university in Durham to pilot improved
questions from a student majoring in economics. The male student was sympathetic and
helpful to participate in a pilot study and the researcher was able to pilot not only improved

interview questions but also interview skills and seating arrangement.

Following four individual interviews, | thought it important to conduct a focus group
interview to exchange their views on the issues partly because she learned that some
interview questions are salient to some interviewees but not for others. For example, NT

and NNT are not important for those who have long overseas living experiences.

In the process of interviews, some students talked long (e.g. the third interview) while for
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some others (e.g. the first interview), it was not easy to create a relaxed atmosphere. At the
onset of the interview, the interview environment (e.g. seat arrangement and distance
between interviewer and interviewees) affected the relationship between interviewers and
interviewees. Toward the end of the interview, students became relaxed and talked more
freely about the research topics. | tried to avoid leading questions. However, when an
interviewee had a long pause, it was necessary to introduce some reference to literature to
make the research topics familiar (e.g. more than half of English speakers around the world
is NNT today). In addition, | talked about educational psychology and some lexical terms
(e.g. self-efficacy and attribution) that were unfamiliar to the student. Then, it was thought
that, the interviewees appreciated new lexical knowledge, which brought up their idea to

answer the questions.

From the pilot studies, | learned to; 1) keep to the interview schedule; 2) describe a focal
point clearly; 3) ask the same questions equally to every participant even when their
answers were anticipated; 4) avoid unconscious leading questions; and finally, 5) use
probing questions to confirm the interpretations. From these experiences, interview
questions were improved to use for the main study in Japan. At the start of the interview, it
was difficult to break the ice to share common ground due to a lack of mutual familiarity.
Breakwell et al. (2008:236-7) wrote that explanations of research are important to
encourage participation and provide confidence in answering the interview questions. In
addition, it is relevant to explain why the interviewees were chosen for the research

purpose.

After each interview, the order of interview questions was revised or added to and new
questions were colour coded. Although I had interview notes ready, these were not used

during the interviews to create a better atmosphere. | also found it important to have at
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hand more knowledge in theories of teaching and learning English (i.e. EFL principles), in
educational psychology, and in the cultural contexts in learning English. It was thought that
the students enjoyed talking about issues related to education psychology such as
motivation, attribution, and self-efficacy because few students had opportunities to reflect
on these ideas in their lives. After the data collection, the data were translated into English.
During the whole process of the pilot study, the following issues were raised by the
students; 1) usefulness of translation in EFL; 2) the importance of teachers’ praise, a lack
in English lessons in Japan, 3) burdensomeness of EFL textbook, 4) usefulness of stories
readings in contextual texts, and lastly, 5) difficulties in choosing English teaching

methods.

In sum, the interview worked unexpectedly well due to the students’ openness and
appreciation in learning English. The transcribed texts were compared to the notes taken.
Finally, the order of the interview questions was improved to prepare for the main study in
Japan. To be more specific, as shown in appendix 1 and 2, the interview questions were
divided into three categories which each sub-questions were followed in order of students’

experience, their views on EFL principles and psychological issues (e.g. motivation).

After all, from the five pilot studies, the author learned that a level of students’
understanding of language study is associated with socio-cultural backgrounds as well as
individual frames of ideas in life. It meant that a qualitative research method is useful to

draw the hidden assumptions by examining the properties of individual experience.

4. Description of the Interview Process
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Needless to say, this study was possible owing to the cooperation of gatekeepers. Prior to
this study, | attended a workshop at a University where a Professor of Engineering, (i.e. the
first gatekeeper) introduced his work. After obtaining consent from the supervisors, | sent
an email to introduce the research purpose of this study and its design. The professor
agreed to offer his help to get a permission to conduct a study at the university and to
provide access to his students to participate in an interview. Then, a meeting was held at
the University to discuss the plan for data collection with the first gatekeeper. During the
process of data collection, the study required a few more participants. Then, I sent a mail to
another professor (i.e. the second gatekeeper) to ask his help to find more participants at
the university. He swiftly sent a mail to a PhD student studying English. Still, the study
needed more female participants. 1 made a phone call to my friend (i.e. the third
gatekeeper). Finally, the fourth gatekeeper was a participant herself who brought two
friends. The following is the detailed description of this study. The following is the

detailed description of this study.

4-a) Instrument

| had prepared a handout to outline the research purpose and a biographic data
questionnaire as seen in appendix 3 and 4. At the beginning of the interview, | asked each
interviewee to fill in their biographic record (e.g. location of the birth) as well as academic
background (e.g. location of schools). Secondly, the main data were collected from
open-ended interviews with the author note taking. Although this study did not look for
quantitative data (e.g. agreement or disagreement toward EFL principles), some numbers

naturally emerged as we shall see in the presentation of data.

The important basis for a good interview is interest, respect, a desire to understand and
sensitivity to the narrator’s feelings (Yow 1994) as an interview is influenced by the

interviewers’ personal characteristics including race, class, ethnicity, and gender (Denzin et
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al. 2003). From the pilot studies, | had learned that an interview reflects an interviewer’s
character. In addition, an interview was a useful tool to capture the EFL experiences, which
emerged naturally from the subjects’ descriptions of everyday lives.

As to the interpretation of interviews, it involves personal factors (e.g. motivation,
attitudes) that are not easily revealed in quantitative data. Interviews will provide

formidable advantages to explore affective factors.

4-b) Participants

The participants were BA, MA and PhD students studying at three universities in Tokyo. It
was the first time seeing the interview participants, thus it was possible to maintain
neutrality and avoid bias. The participating students were from high status universities,
which were chosen partly because they represent a wide geographic and social section
of society. There were nine male and six female participants and all participants were
Japanese citizens. In order to protect participants’ anonymity and confidentiality, details of
the location of the interviews and detailed demographic data will not be included. Also

names of participants have been changed.

4-c) Data Collection

From the pilot studies, | learned that interview location affects data collection. Therefore,
the interview locations were chosen to be inside the university compass except the one,
which was held at the coffee shop in front of the university after the participant finished
her experiment late at night. The two prime criteria for the selection were convenience and
comfort. From the pilot studies, | found that it is comfortable to choose the location near
the universities to generate discussions. As to length of interview, between one to two

hours was the standard norm from the pilot studies’ experiences.
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The first interview was held in a meeting room reserved by the gatekeeper at the
department of engineering. Unfortunately, recording failed for this first interview. At the
start of the interview process, | found it difficult to stay on the topic and to make follow-up
questions. Then, interview questions were revised with post-interview comments and notes.
Gradually, the interview technique improved to stay on the same topics. After completing
six interviews in the same location, the author encountered difficulties to find more
participants. However, owing to the third gatekeeper, | was able to meet more female
participants at the different campus of the university. The last interviews took place in

September 2011.

Ultimately, every participant was articulate, answered the interview questions clearly, and
expressed their opinions. Helped by the environment, every interview finished without
external disturbance or restrictions. During the interview, notes were taken at minimum
level to maintain eye contact. After the transcription finished, the transcriptions were sent
to the participants for confirmation. Until the last interview was conducted, there was little
time for data transcription. The process of transcription was conducted after | returned to

Durham.

5. Data Analysis

5-a) Transcription and extension of the interviews

For the first transcription while still in Japan, I listened to the recording several times. Then,
I checked the first transcription back against the recordings for accuracy and found that
some interview questions were not asked from the two interviewees. This might have
happened owing to the tight schedule. The two interviews took places late in the evening.

Thereafter, in order to complete the interview, | wrote to the two students to ask for second
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interviews and saw the students again. Finally, when students’ answers were unclear in the
interviews transcription, | sent emails to follow up the questions and all students except
one replied to this email with gratitude quickly. The second transcription included
non-verbal sign such as long pauses, smile, interjections, and tones. The translations were
colour-coded and studied by taking notes until the final stage of the data analysis when
reading literatures of communicative theories for reflection and interpretation of the data.
Finally, with the help of the supervisors, three core themes were identified from the
plethora of information, which will be described later. Although it took long to finish the
transcription and translation, this time allowed me to become familiar with the students’

comments and the delay in doing transcriptions did not jeopardize the analysis.

Finally, the interview data were disassembled into sections of key categories. The data set
was read and reread to review the themes until no new information was found to reach
theoretical saturation (Lincoln and Guba; 1985: 200-204). This means that the data
analysis is continued until a point where no further new knowledge of information are
yielded (Kvale 2007:44). Finally, during the process of the data analysis with the help of
supervisors, three major themes emerged; 1) EFL experiences, 2) Teaching methods; and

3) Communicative skills in Japan.

5-b) Translation

| translated the data into English. The meaning in the data is reflected more strongly in the
Japanese texts but it was necessary to use translations for the intended readers of this thesis.
Pym (2003: 485) described that translation requires linguistic, cultural and professional
knowledge. Fay and Davcheva (2011) wrote that a lack of fluency in English makes for
further linguistic complexity in this situation. | revisited the text to improve the translation.

To assure that no data was lost, | included the Japanese original in this work.
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5 -¢) Thematic Analysis

Breakwell et al. (2008:251) said that there are four ways to analyze interviews; 1)
Categorical approach looks at data and establishes units of salient data; 2) Thematic
approach examines categories emerging from the complex elaborated statements; 3)
Network approach link themes which clusters with sub-categories and may form another
categories; and finally, 4) Holistic approach summarizes the data where researchers
describes the stories to draw meanings. The current study used thematic approach which
i