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Summary

Scant research exists on the language learning outcomes of Project-Based Language
Learning (PBLL) to assist foreign language teachers in deciding whether and how to
implement PBLL. This study therefore asks:

What are the perceived English language learning outcomes associated with
Project-Based Language Learning when applied to a Japanese junior college’s EFL
courses?

Working within a constructivist paradigm appropriate for classroom-based research, a
mixed methods design was used to conduct a case study. Quantitative and qualitative data
were collected via pre-/post-project surveys and semi-structured interviews, field
observation notes, Students’ Project Activities (SPA) surveys and students’ project output.

The setting was a Japanese junior college with 28 low-level English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) students divided across three groups: Writing (n=13), Presentation (n=9)
and Oral English (n=6).

Participants’ pre-project surveys provided self-evaluated baseline levels in speaking,
listening, reading, writing, grammar, vocabulary, spelling and pronunciation. After
finishing one of three eight-week long projects to develop these EFL areas, participants
completed a post-project survey to obtain revised self-evaluations. Changes in perceived
levels were calculated and are presented and discussed with reference to other data.

Results indicate perceived slight improvements in EFL macro-skills and knowledge
categories. SPA data confirm these findings, refute quantitative indications of no
perceived improvement in some cases and provide concrete examples of items learned or
corrected. Data from the pre-/post-project interviews, field observation notes and project
output generally support these findings, often adding context, aiding interpretation. While
group work, peer-learning and the process approach to writing appear to enhance
perceptions of learning and the learning process, students’ excessive L1 use likely detract
from them.

PBLL appears to enhance the perception of EFL skills and knowledge development to
varying degrees in this setting. Related discussion acknowledges the study’s limitations,
highlights implications for pedagogic practice and suggests directions for future research.

Keywords: project-work, language skills, language knowledge, Communicative Approach,
communicative competence
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This study examines the perceived language learning outcomes among students when the
Project-Based Language Learning (PBLL) approach is applied in a Japanese junior
college’s English as a Foreign Language (EFL) courses. The use of project-work as a form
of practical learning, or ‘learning by doing’, is a long-established form of teaching and
learning in general education. Snedden is often credited in modern literature with first
advocating its inclusion in educational programs early in the 20th century (Alberty, 1927;
Adderley et al, 1975; Holt, 1994) but it was almost certainly employed prior to that, for
example in apprenticeships. Dewey also saw the value in such practical learning (Dewey

& Dewey, 1915), as did his mentee, Kilpatrick, who wrote of the ‘Project Method’:

...wholehearted purposeful activity in a social situation as the typical unit of school
procedure is the best guarantee of the utilization of the child’s native capacities now too
frequently wasted. Under proper guidance purpose means efficiency, not only in
reaching the projected end of the activity immediately at hand, but even more in
securing from the activity the learning which it potentially contains. (1918, p. 18)

The approach was advocated then, as it is now, because it makes the learner a physically
and cognitively active participant in the learning process, and in so doing both enhances
the depth of learning and broadens the range of learning outcomes. Not all of those
outcomes are intended by the teacher or central to a course of study, but are nonetheless

potentially useful as part of personal, social, academic and/or professional development.

While project-work in one form or another has likely been part of many people’s
educational experience, it seems to have taken a surprisingly long time for PBLL to appear
in foreign language classrooms. This student-centred pedagogic approach adheres to the
principles of the Communicative Approach and, whilst there is no universally accepted
definition of PBLL, at its simplest it can be defined as an approach that requires students

of a foreign language to work in small groups to collaboratively produce a piece of work
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over an extended period of time using the target language (TL). The tasks that they must
complete in order to produce that work create numerous and ongoing communicative
needs which can be met through authentic, meaningful, contextualised and self-directed

TL use.

The earliest published paper relating to PBLL in an EFL classroom seems to have been
Eslava & Lawson’s (1979) ‘silence movie’ project. The number of works on EFL
project-work published in related literature since then shows that interest in the approach
has grown significantly. One reason for this is that, as Eslava & Lawson (1979) point out,
it provides original and stimulating “situational contexts” (p. 65) within which students
can apply the TL in a genuinely communicative way. Another reason for an apparently
growing interest in project-work among foreign language (FL) teachers is that, as the
number of related published works has risen, it has become increasingly clear that the use
of project-work in language classrooms, that is to say ‘Project-Based Language Learning’,

has the potential for learning outcomes far beyond the linguistic (Stoller, 2006, p. 25).

The PBLL approach has now gained some traction in Japanese colleges and universities.
Indeed several of the works cited in this thesis, such as Hatanaka (2008), Fushino (2010)
and Fujioka (2012), come from work conducted within Japanese tertiary educational
institutions. The specific learning objectives of PBLL projects are widely diverse but
usually seek to improve one or more aspects of students’ TL ‘communicative competence’
(Canale & Swain, 1980; Canale, 1983). The perceived need to emphasise the development
of communicative competence in Japan’s higher education stems from the problem that its
public school EFL education does not seem to offer sufficient quantity or quality of TL
use opportunities for students to substantially develop their English communicative
competence (Butler & lino, 2005; Kikuchi & Browne, 2009, p. 173). This has resulted in

generally low EFL proficiency among Japan’s public school-leavers.

16



While some EFL educators in Japan may see Project-Based Learning (PBL) or PBLL as

viable solutions to this problem, van Lier (2006, p. xii) points out that:

...the crucial question of empirical (both quantitative and qualitative) research into the
effects and conditions of PBL [is] something that will require much additional attention
and effort in the future.

Though increasing in number and scale to gradually build a body of evidence in favour of
PBLL, such research remains relatively sparse compared to that in other EFL-related
fields (Stoller, 2006, p. 35). According to Kobayashi (2006, p. 72) most of that which does
exist focuses largely on aspects of project-work’s implementation processes, for example
Stoller (1997) and Fujioka (2012). Students’ and teachers’ evaluations of PBLL have also
featured, for example Eyring (1989), Beckett (1999) and Petersen (2008). Empirical
studies on the outcomes, especially the language learning outcomes associated with the
approach are somewhat sparse. Several studies of a retrospective, perceptual nature are
available. For example Kemaloglu (2010) has shown that her students perceived some
gains in writing, speaking, vocabulary and grammar through PBLL in intensive EFL
classes at a Turkish university. However, pre-/post-project designs that measure actual
change in aspects of TL proficiency are very rare. Simpson (2011) set in a Thai university
is one such, but it seems that no similar studies have been conducted in Japan. Would the
perceived and actual changes found by Kemaloglu (2010) and Simpson (2011)
respectively, be observed in other national educational systems? To what extent can PBLL
improve listening and reading or other aspects of language knowledge such as spelling and
pronunciation? Can PBLL help with the phonological difficulties that many Japanese EFL
learners struggle with? This gap in the literature means that Japan-based EFL educators do
not yet have the empirical research needed to make an informed decision as to whether or

not to apply PBLL in their classrooms.
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The present thesis therefore aims to contribute to this field by responding to calls from van
Lier (2006, p. xiv), Stoller (2006, p. 35) and Petersen (2008, p. 117) for more empirical
research into PBLL. In particular, through the use of pre- and post-project interviews and
surveys and post-project session surveys, the study examines the perceived EFL gains that
Japanese junior college EFL learners reported after doing an eight-week long PBLL
project in their English courses. Researcher/teacher field observation notes are also used to
provide an alternative perspective on classroom events and the end products that students
created through their projects are analysed to highlight examples of improved EFL

language knowledge.

While measuring actual learning through a pre-/post-treatment, quasi-experimental design
might vyield seemingly more definitive results, as with Simpson (2011), the
methodological complexities involved make this highly problematic (Petersen, 2008, p.
117). This study therefore investigates students’ reports of perceived EFL learning. This
would still make an important and valuable contribution to the field because regardless of
whether or not learning is actually occurring, students’ perception that it is can still have a
positive effect on their motivation to continue studying and practicing EFL. As Dornyei
(2003, p. 9) points out “attributional processes are assumed to play an important

motivational role in language studies”.

In particular the study focuses on two main areas of EFL learning: language macro-skills
(speaking, listening, reading and writing) and language knowledge (grammar, vocabulary,
spelling and pronunciation). These form the mainstay of the single aspect of
communicative competence with which this study is primarily concerned: linguistic

competence. The research question with which this study concerns itself is therefore:
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What are the perceived English language learning outcomes associated with
Project-Based Language Learning when applied to a Japanese junior college’s EFL

courses?

Research in this area seems important because it gives EFL teachers more information
with which to decide whether or not to implement PBLL in their courses. The study may
also reveal issues of pedagogic practice relating to project-work design and

implementation useful to educators in similar settings and beyond.

In Chapter 2, | describe the general educational context within which this study is situated,
first by explaining Japan’s general educational system, then more specifically the various
levels of its EFL education system and their associated learning objectives and problems.
Chapter 3 reviews literature which sets out the philosophical, theoretical and pedagogic
bases for PBLL and offers a historical overview of related empirical research. It then
reviews several studies reporting FL learning outcomes associated with PBLL and
highlights problems with the approach. This culminates in a call for further empirical
research into PBLL, to which this study is a response. Chapter 4 then presents the
rationale for my choice of research paradigm, design, tradition and data collection tools,
along with a brief examination of how | positioned myself as teacher/researcher and of
issues in conducting multilingual research. Chapter 5 sets out the study’s methodology,
including a description of the research setting, participants, ethics issues, materials and
procedures. In Chapter 6, |1 show how the dataset collected via that methodology was
organised, prepared for analysis, coded and analysed to obtain the results. Those
pertaining to perceived EFL skills development are presented and discussed in Chapter 7,
while those for perceived EFL knowledge learning are in Chapter 8. Finally, Chapter 9

acknowledges the study’s limitations, explores the implications of the results for

19



pedagogic practice, suggests directions for future research and closes the thesis with the

conclusions drawn.

This chapter has established the context for this thesis and demonstrated a gap in the
empirical literature relating to PBLL’s actual or perceived language learning outcomes,
particularly within the context of Japanese higher education. It has also shown how this
study seeks to respond to that gap through the stated research question. The following
chapter moves the study forward by explaining the general educational context within

which it is set.
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Chapter 2: The wider research context

An EFL course of study does not exist within an institutional, educational, social,
economic or political vacuum, but within all of these wider contexts simultaneously. The
students that this researcher works with daily bring with them several years of preceding
EFL education which, it will be argued, has generally done little to develop their English
communicative competence or their interest in, or enjoyment of English as a living
language. In considering whether PBLL might be a possible solution to these problems, it
is useful first to outline issues within the wider school EFL education system which have
been identified as their root causes. This situates both the study and its participants’ prior
EFL learning experiences within their wider educational context. Therefore, before
discussing in Chapter 3 literature more specifically related to the PBLL approach and its
reported FL learning outcomes, a brief examination of Japan’s general and EFL education

systems will serve both to contextualise and justify what follows.

After providing an overview of Japan’s general and EFL education systems in section 2.1,
| make the case in section 2.2 that, in its current form, the latter is often failing to develop
students’ English (i.e. their second language or ‘L2’) proficiency to the level one might
expect from between five and eight years of school EFL education. An examination in
section 2.3 of the main underlying, deeply entrenched and systemic institutional,
pedagogic, socio-cultural, economic and political causes for this long-standing situation
will explain how it arose and why it persists. It will also show that these causes are
mutually supportive and self-perpetuating in nature, due largely to the self-interest of
those parties responsible and that, consequently, the problem of low English proficiency
among Japan’s school-leavers looks set to continue for the foreseeable future. Finally in
section 2.4, | highlight the point that while PBLL, applying as it does the principles of the

Communicative Approach, might help to raise college students’ general English

21



proficiency, there is a lack of empirical research conducted to examine the language
learning outcomes associated with this approach. This serves as the justification for this

study.

2.1 An overview of Japan’s general and EFL education systems

Mandatory education in Japan starts with elementary school at age six (figure 2.1 below).
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Figure 2.1: The organisation of Japan’s education system
Students work through grades one to six until, aged 12, they move on to junior high school,
for a further three years, grades seven to nine. Upon completion at aged 15, they can opt
out of formal education, but statistics from Japan’s Ministry of Education (MEXT) show

that since the early 1980s consistently around 96% of students have chosen to continue for
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a further three years at senior high schools (MEXT, 2012a) for grades ten to twelve until
aged 18. Of those who complete this level, consistently about half (53.5% in 2012) go on
to higher education (MEXT, 2012a), either for two or three years at junior or technical
colleges for an associate degree, or for four years at universities for a Bachelors degree.
Thereafter, students can enter a two-year Masters degree program, then a doctoral degree
program. At all levels of this framework, the system is divided between relatively
well-funded (Editorial, 2014) and less-regulated private institutions and less well-funded

but more tightly regulated public ones.

There has been long-standing and mounting pressure from within Japan’s English
Language Teaching (ELT) profession to reform schools’ EFL education, to make it more
communicative in order to equip students with the English language skills they will need
to function in an increasingly interconnected world (MEXT, 2002; Matheny & Pattimore,
2004; Honna & Takeshita, 2005; Lokon, 2005; Nishino & Watanabe, 2008; Nishino,
2011; Robertson, 2015). In response, MEXT released its ‘Strategic Plan’ (2002) and
‘Action Plan’ (2003) “to cultivate “Japanese with English abilities””. Available in English,
these plans clearly stated MEXT’s commitment to measures which, among others,

addressed two main areas of concern:

1. To improve students’ motivation to study English by providing more opportunities for
communicative TL use in EFL classes and by making senior high school and university
entrance exams more communicative, thereby creating the positive backwash effect

needed to encourage teachers to provide those opportunities.

2. To improve the quality of mandatory EFL teacher training and to offer more

opportunities for further professional development.
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Due to recent reforms, formal, mandatory EFL education now commences at fifth grade of
elementary school, aged 11. According to the Course of Study guidelines set out for
elementary schools by MEXT, the primary objective at this level is “[tjo form the
foundation of pupils’ communication abilities” (MEXT, 2011a, p. 1). Teachers should
familiarise their students with the phonemes of English, teach basic words and phrases for
situations and functions familiar to elementary school age children, develop basic
speaking and listening skills and “[foster] a positive attitude toward communication” in
English (MEXT, 2011a, pp. 1-2) so that students develop an interest in, and willingness to
use English. A very strong emphasis is placed on ensuring that students enjoy their EFL
lessons at this stage, presumably to promote and maintain interest in the language. Notably,
focus on grammatical accuracy is not a requirement. Schools are given a high degree of
autonomy regarding how these general aims are achieved, though to such an extent that
some teachers feel that the directives lack clarity or meaningful guidance (Nishino, 2008,

p. 40; Tahira, 2012, p. 6).

According to MEXT’s Course of Study guidelines for junior high school EFL teachers,
they should aim “[t]o develop students’ basic communication abilities such as listening,
speaking, reading and writing”, expand students’ understanding of how languages work
and continue to encourage positive perceptions and enjoyment of foreign languages and
cultures (MEXT, 2008, p. 1). The range of situations and functions within which students
should be able to communicate in English is greatly expanded and, for the first time
intonation, word stress, writing the alphabet, spelling, sentential and discourse level
writing should be introduced. Specifications for target lexical and grammatical items are
also provided. In line with the notion that “grammar underpins communication” (MEXT,
2008, p. 6) EFL lessons at this level become much more form-focussed and this is
reflected in MEXT-approved EFL textbooks (McGroarty & Taguchi, 2005; Rosenkjar,

2009; Kobayakawa, 2011).
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The Course of Study guidelines for senior high school EFL programs state that they
should “develop students’ communication abilities such as accurately understanding and
appropriately conveying information, ideas etc.” (MEXT, 2009a, p. 1) using all four
language macro-skills and maintain positive perceptions of English as a living language.
They also specify objectives and content for seven English subjects compulsory at this
level: Basic English Communication, English Communication 1, 11 and Ill, English
Expression | and 1l and English Conversation. Through these subjects students should
widen their knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar and further improve their
ability to communicate in English within an expanded range of situations and functions

across all four language macro-skills.

There are therefore five key points to be drawn from these various policy statements that

are central to this study:

1. The Communicative Approach, usually in the form of Communicative Language
Teaching (CLT), should be used in preference to more traditional approaches.

2. Communicative competence in all four language macro-skills (speaking, listening,
reading and writing) should be developed to the requisite standard at junior and senior
high schools.

3. Although there is no prescriptive statement on how the four macro-skills should be
weighted, there should be a stronger emphasis on the development of oral skills than has
previously been the case.

4. Use of the students’ first language (L1) is to be limited and should not be considered the
primary language of instruction.

5. The emphasis is on English as a living language, not merely an academic subject to be

studied for entrance exams.
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Colleges and universities have far greater license to design, implement and evaluate any
EFL courses which they feel meet their students’ current academic and/or future
professional needs, in line with their curriculum goals. However, these institutions must
strive to gain and retain accreditation from MEXT for their subject courses, degree
programs, departments and faculties once every seven years. This accreditation denotes
that the requisite level of quality assurance, faculty development and professionalism has
been met, and is needed to attract a sustainable number of students at a time when that

demographic in Japan is shrinking (Mulvey, 2010).

Prima facie, Japan’s EFL education system offers considered objectives at all levels and a
well-structured progression which should enable senior high school leavers to understand
and convey spoken and written, non-technical information quite accurately and which
should result in a fair level of proficiency in most aspects of communicative competence
as defined by Canale & Swain (1980) and Canale (1983) in Chapter 3. However, the next
section posits that many, if not most, who go through this public EFL education system

fall far short of this level of proficiency upon graduating senior high school.

2.2 The problem of poor EFL proficiency

Two commonly recurring themes in Japan-based EFL literature for many years now seem
to have been the poor quality of EFL education in Japan (see for example Kikuchi &
Browne, 2009, p. 173) and the resultant low-level of communicative competence in
English among Japanese students given the substantial time, financial and human
resources expended (Editorial, 2015). This latter viewpoint had already become so
entrenched in the mindset of many EFL professionals by the 1990s that Reedy (2000, p. 9)
opened with “Bashing Japanese students over their lack of foreign language learning
ability seems to be in vogue these days”. Similarly Clark (2000, 2009) takes Japanese

students’ poor English proficiency as a given and thus as a point of departure for his
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opinion pieces as to why “despite six years of middle and high school study, many
Japanese are still unable to speak English well” (2009). This view is borne out by this
researcher’s 17 years of personal experience teaching EFL in Japan at the college,
undergraduate and postgraduate levels and by personal communication with numerous
ELT professionals during that period. It is also supported by Japanese and non-Japanese
teachers and researchers (Butler & lino, 2005, p. 26) and even by some students (Yuen,

1997; Mori, 2008).

Clark, an outspoken critic of Japan’s EFL education system, ascribes the relatively poor
proficiency to an excessive focus on inauthentic “textbook English”, grammar-based
instruction and a systemic pre-occupation with entrance examination preparation. He also
blames many Japanese Teachers of English (JTEs) for their low English proficiency and
“book-worn and often mistaken knowledge of obscure English grammar and vocabulary”
(2000). He suggests that this results in an intense dislike for English among many high
school students whose aural and oral English skills are so poor that it makes “[n]ormal

conversation almost impossible” (Clark, 2009).

The students, however, may blame themselves. In a study of Japanese college students,
Yuen (1997) found that they ascribed their poor English proficiency and lack of
improvement to insufficient positivity, motivation, general interest and effort before,
during and after the class. Similarly, Mori (2008) found that most of his undergraduate
participants felt that their English had not improved or that it had even declined due to
their insufficient effort and lack of interest, ability and preparation for classes. To prompt
remedial measures, Murphey (2002) and Falout et al (2008) elicited advice from Japanese
undergraduates on how high school JTEs could maintain students’ interest in English by

making classes more communicative and improving their teaching methods.
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The perception of Japanese students’ poor English communicative competence is also
supported by hard data. As table 2.1 shows, Japan has placed consistently poorly in EFL

world rankings in various English language tests.

Table 2.1: Japanese ranking on worldwide EFL tests

Rank
Test Year Source
(out of)

2011 14 (44) | Education First, (2011, p. 5)

Education First’s

English 2012 22 (54) | Education First, (2012, p. 4)

Proficiency Index | 5413 | 26 (60) | Education First, (2013, p. 6)

(IBT)
2014 26 (63) | Education First, (2014, p. 8)

1990-
TOEFL (PBT) 1901 132 (156) | Education Testing Service (1990, p. 27)

TOEFL (CBT) 133 (153) | Education Testing Service (1999, pp. 8-9)
1998-

TOEFL (PBT) 1999 | 35(39) | Education Testing Service (1999, pp. 15-16)

TOEFL (CBT) 144 (155) | Education Testing Service (2001, pp. 8-9)

2000-

TOEFL (PBT) 2001 | g9 (84) | Education Testing Service (2001, pp. 15-16)

TOEFL (1BT) 135 (163) | Education Testing Service (2011, pp. 10-11)
2010
TOEFL (PBT) 34 (88) | Education Testing Service (2011, pp. 18-19)
TOEFL (1BT) 2013 | 135(166) | Education Testing Service (2014, pp. 14-15)
IELTS . .
i 2010 28 (40) | British Council (2011, p. 16)
(Academic)
IELTS
_ 27 (40)
(Academic) 2013 British Council (2013)
IELTS (General) 23 (39)
Abbreviations:
IBT: Internet-Based Test TOEFL.: Test of English as a Foreign Language
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PBT: Paper-Based Test IELTS: International English Language Testing System
CBT: Computer-Based Test

However due to methodological issues, these league tables should be viewed and used
with caution. In the case of Education First’s (EF) English Proficiency Index (EPI) for
example, they concede that the test’s method of self-selected (i.e. voluntary) sampling
skews the rankings towards those who have both internet access and an interest in taking
the test (Education First, 2012, p. 38) and that the test is non-standardised because,

although all examinees take the same test, it is completed online unsupervised.

Beyond methodological problems, Reedy (2000) argues that several statistical, logistical
and linguistic factors further invalidate such national comparisons. For example, statistical
comparison is invalid because each country’s sample of test-takers represents a different

proportion of their respective population.

Furthermore, Reedy (2000) points out that countries’ EFL education systems start at
different ages and provide disparate amounts of contact time and that some native
languages (including Japanese) are linguistically more distant from English than others
such as Swedish, Dutch and Danish, making English more difficult to master (p. 10). This
last point was confirmed by Chiswick & Miller (2005) who found that of the 43 languages

they compared with English in their analysis, Japanese was the most distant.

However, while it is certainly not valid to use such test scores to show that one national
group is innately better or worse at learning English than another, when Japanese
examinees’ test scores are taken in isolation, the consistently low mean scores are strongly
suggestive of problems within Japan’s EFL education system which are resulting in lower

proficiency levels.
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Finally, MEXT itself concedes that Japanese people’s English is quite poor and
insufficient for communication in an increasingly interconnected global society (MEXT,
2002, 2003). The following section briefly examines the underlying systemic, institutional,

pedagogic, socio-cultural, historical, economic and political reasons for this.

2.3 The problem’s underlying causes

Given MEXT’s acknowledgement of the importance of English as a lingua franca for
international business, trade, industry, science and technology (MEXT, 2002, 2003), and
the substantial resources it commits annually to host the Japan Exchange Teaching (JET)
Program ($400 million or approximately £24 million in 2000, according to McConnell,
2000), it seems likely that MEXT is sincere in its longstanding commitment and directives
to improve EFL education and thus Japanese people’s English communicative competence
(MEXT, 2002, 2003, 2008, 2009a, 2009b, 2011a, 2011b). Why then does the problem of

poor English communicative competence persist?

A review of related literature reveals a complex interplay of mutually-reinforcing systemic,
institutional, pedagogic, socio-cultural, economic and political factors coalescing to cause
the serious disconnect between MEXT’s directives and actual classroom practice in many
elementary, junior and senior high schools (Browne & Wada, 1998; Gorsuch, 2000, 2001;
Sato, 2002; Wada, 2002; Yoshida, 2003; Taguchi, 2005; Butler & lino, 2005; Gottlieb,
2005; McKenzie, 2008; Nishino & Watanabe, 2008; Nishino, 2008, 2011; Kikuchi &

Browne, 2009). As Stewart (2009, p. 10) puts it:

The focus of current state policy in foreign language teaching in Japan is on
communicative English, but evidence suggests that many teachers value content
coverage and entrance test preparation above adhering to central policy directives.

Furthermore, though there are many contributing factors, a review of the literature

highlights four principal causes for this disconnect: the excessive focus on entrance
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examination preparation mentioned by Stewart (2009), textbooks’ linguistic contents, their

associated methodologies and inadequate teacher training.

In Japan, great socio-cultural importance has long been placed upon a university education
as a means of upward mobility. Many students work extremely hard to enter the best
university they can, as this is perceived to enhance employment opportunities after
graduation. The key to attaining this goal is to score high marks on university entrance
exams. To this end, securing a place at good elementary, junior and senior high schools is
seen as crucial. These, along with copious hours of after-school study at juku (cram
schools) prepare students for the all-important, one-shot, high-stakes university entrance
examinations. Thus, “for parents and students alike, getting good grades on entrance

exams is important above all else” (Kikuchi & Browne, 2009, p. 176).

It is unsurprising therefore that junior and senior high school EFL teachers feel severe
pressure from institutions, colleagues, parents and students to divert a great deal of contact
time away from activities which could develop communicative competence in English, to
focus instead on preparing for these entrance exams (Gorsuch, 2000; Yoshida, 2003;
Sakui, 2004; Gottlieb, 2005; Lokon, 2005; Butler & lino, 2005; McKenzie, 2008;
Underwood, 2012a). Despite efforts by many high school JTEs to include communicative
components in their EFL programs and lessons in an attempt to realise MEXT’s directives,
Taguchi (2005, p. 4) highlights the continuing “centrality” of these exams in their content
choices. As a result, Gorsuch (2001, p. 2) notes that this demand for entrance exam
preparation has created “an educational culture which likely precludes teachers’ use of

communicative activities”.

This skew towards entrance exam preparation impairs students’ English communicative
competence even beyond matriculation. The acute stress and tedium that “examination

hell” (Kamiya, 2009) induces is so extreme that it “traumatize[s]” students (Yuen, 1997, p.
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46) to the point where they often develop an intense dislike of, and profound “apathy”
towards further learning of English as an academic subject or living language (McVeigh,
2001). It seems highly likely that this causes problems further down the line for
post-secondary EFL teachers in terms of motivating their students to study and use

English.

Related to the very real need for entrance exam preparation, Kobayashi (2000, p. 23) notes

that:

English entrance examinations tend to focus on reading, writing and grammar at the
expense of oral-aural skills. As a result, the specific term employed in Japanese to
describe the English tested in these examinations, i.e. juken eigo, implies that this is a
particular type of English and thus different from ‘real English’.

Butler & lino (2005, p. 28) similarly observed that it is juken eigo (zBi#g), literally
‘exam English’, rather than communicative language use, that has become many students’

primary focus, at the expense of their English communicative competence.

Regarding textbooks, Ogura (2008) notes that, “[a]s Japan requires all schools to use
government-approved textbooks, whether or not the textbooks include communicative
language tasks will have a strong influence on student development”. For tasks to be
considered authentically communicative there must be a contextualised communicative
need which focuses on meaning rather than grammatical accuracy, i.e. a purposeful
requirement to impart information to others (Richard & Rodgers, 1986, pp. 67-68, citing
Finocchiaro & Brumfit, 1983, pp. 91-93). However, analyses of Japan’s most commonly
used junior and senior high school EFL textbooks suggest that this communicative need is
generally absent with respect to both spoken and written discourse (Ogura, 2008;

Kobayakawa, 2011 respectively).

There is also the question of whether these school EFL textbooks provide sufficient

vocabulary coverage. Kitao & Takana (2009) showed that both the vocabulary range and
32



the number of compulsory words which students must learn had decreased between 1952
and 2002. This decrease may itself be in response to a 50% reduction in the number of
contact hours assigned for EFL lessons over the last century (Hosoki, 2011). There is also
the issue of whether these texts allow students to ‘meet’ and practice even this reduced list
of vocabulary often enough to place them in long-term memory. Waring & Takaki (2003)
found that it took at least eight meetings for any learning to occur, while Waring (2009)
shows that to meet even only the 1,000 most frequently occurring English words only ten
times, students would have to read 85,329 words, making school EFL textbooks
prohibitively long. As will be seen later in section 8.2, this insufficient exposure to even
basic lexical items may partly explain why the participants in this study lacked confidence

in their English vocabulary.

Implicit within most textbook activities is the methodology intended by the author. EFL
teachers in Japan can find it difficult to fuse the heavily lexico-grammatical content and
activities inherent in MEXT-approved textbooks with the principles of CLT (Sato &
Kleinsasser, 2004; Underwood, 2012b), or as Sakui (2004) puts it, how to simultaneously
“[wear] two pairs of shoes”. Under social, institutional and political pressure to adhere to
MEXT’s prescribed syllabi, content, materials and activities, teachers often forego CLT
and revert to the methodology inherent within the textbook their institution has selected
(Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004; Goh et al, 2005) which in the Japanese public school context is

generally gram