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PURPOSE

In April of 2011, elementary schools nationwide saw the implementation
of the Revised Course of Study (Shin Gakusho Shido Yoryo) authored by
the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
requiring 35 hours of foreign language study under the newly-established
Foreign Language Activities (Gaikokugo Katsudo) curriculum strand. Currently,
a significant number of JET Programme participants, both Assistant Language
Teachers (ALTs) and Coordinators for International Relations (CIRs), participate
in team teaching at elementary schools. The need for collaborative classroom
instruction by native speakers is expected to rise, and with it, the number of
JET Programme participants active in elementary schools, as foreign language
education at the elementary level continues to develop. As such, it is important
to understand the current state of JET Programme participants’ instructional
support at elementary schools. The major aim of this report is to assess the
status of foreign language activities at the elementary school level from the
viewpoint of the JET Programme participants themselves and to analyse issues
therein.

In particular, the following areas will be addressed:

1. Cooperation and coordination between JET Programme participants and
elementary school faculty

2. The role of the JET Programme participant during Foreign Language
Activities class

3. The supplementary teaching materials for Foreign Language Activities
(English Notebook [Eigo Noto])

4. JET participants’ views on foreign language activities
at the elementary level

METHOD

The data analysed and discussed in this report are based on an online
questionnaire survey targeting JET Programme participants involved in Foreign
Language Activities at the elementary school level. Of the 330 respondents,
320 were ALTs and ten were CIRs. The questions consisted of multiple-choice,
multiple-response, and free-response items.



Foreign Language Activities at the Elementary School Level 2011
INERICH T AN EFEESN2011

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

Cooperation and Coordination between JET Participants and Elementary
School Faculty

When asked how much consultation time they typically have with their
teaching partners prior to teaching a lesson, 48.7% of participants answered that
they took advantage of the passing time between class periods (approximately
five minutes) to talk about lessons. Another 17.1 percent indicated that they
have no meeting time at all and teach their lessons without prior meeting.
Taken together, just over 65 percent of participants surveyed have no dedicated
meeting time to discuss lessons with their teaching partners.

Another surprising result is the wide array of comments indicating little
consistency as to who JETs meet with at their respective schools. Meeting
arrangements vary among JETs, and even more so among the schools that a
single JET visits. Some JETs report meetings with a single HRT or JTE, some
meet with each homeroom teacher, and still others meet with a specific faculty
member in charge of Foreign Language Activities. There are even some who
meet with an English-speaking parent, an outside-contracted teacher, the
school’s vice-principal, or the individual who has the most English experience.
As a whole, the responses are a testament that there was little uniformity
among the meeting situations in elementary schools.

The same absence of communication and collaboration between JETs and
homeroom teachers became apparent elsewhere. When asked how often they
engage in lesson-planning and preparation together with the elementary faculty
with whom they work, 27% reported that they never do while 37.4% responded
that they rarely collaborate in lesson planning. Over half of participants
surveyed further indicated that they rarely (29.2%) or never (34%) reflect on past
lessons with their teachers to assess what worked and what could be improved.
Encouragingly, though, roughly one-fourth of respondents reported that they
‘sometimes’ engage in collaborative reflection.

Regarding the importance of opportunity for collaborative reflection, one
respondent said:

The lack of sufficient preparation meetings [is] my most major concern. Also,
although | always reflect and analyse a lesson afterwards on my own, there is
only so much that self-reflection can achieve; the homeroom teacher'’s input
would be of great help.
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Perhaps one consequence of the lack of collaboration time between
elementary school faculty and JET Programme participants is the fact that over
40% of participants polled stated that they prepare the majority of the content
for the lessons they teach. In fact, 31.3% have sole planning responsibilities for
the classes in which they participate while another 11.3% state that they prepare
the activities for their lessons based on the vocabulary or grammar points to
be studied. Another quarter of the participants answered that their homeroom
teacher is responsible for preparing the lesson. While this arrangement is
consonant with the tenets of the policy put forth by MEXT in that the homeroom
teacher is to take charge of lesson planning responsibilities, it suggests that
collaboration between the JET participant and faculty member in question is
limited.

Taking the data above into consideration, it is perhaps unsurprising that over
half of those surveyed named a lack of sufficient preparation meetings and
collaboration time with teachers as a challenge in their work at elementary
school. Difficulty in communicating due to the language barrier and other
impediments was identified as a challenge by 45.8% of respondents.

In summary, there appears to be little collaboration or communication
between JET Programme participants and elementary school faculty prior
to lessons. While this presumably does not pose a problem so long as the
homeroom teacher or Foreign Language Activities instructor has created the
lesson plan and is acting as the principal instructor for the lesson, it is apt
to cause difficulty in running a team-teaching lesson smoothly. In the case
that the JET Programme participant has been asked to plan the lesson and is
thus coming in as the lead teacher, a lack of prior communication can cause
challenges in classroom management depending on the participant’s ability to
explain to the teacher and students the structure of the lesson and activities.
While experienced participants and those with teaching experience prior to
beginning the Programme express willingness to take a central role in the
planning and classes they teach, others are not so at ease with planning and
minimal communication before classes.
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One first-year Programme participant commented on the lesson-planning
situation thus:

| find [the lesson-planning situation] very unsatisfactory and would prefer to
sit down and discuss the lesson plan with input and suggestions from them,
rather than the quick 2 minutes where they ask me what | have prepared. | am
a new JET this year and would also have preferred a proper discussion at the
beginning of term with teachers as to what (particularly 5th and 6th grade)
students have already studied.

The lack of communication and collaboration between JETs and elementary
school faculty contributes to a disconnect in instructional aims and mutual
expectations during class. This in turn limits the effectiveness of the cooperative
instruction that takes place in the classroom. Without adequate reflection
following classes, there can be little improvement or innovation in teaching
methods or approach to learner needs. Where JETs are requested to take on
lesson-planning responsibilities without sufficient communication, there is a
high probability that they set about planning without the benefit of a curriculum
or concrete direction as this material would most likely be in Japanese and in
the possession of the school. The disconnect caused by lack of communication
is thus a serious impediment to effective utilisation of the JET Programme
participant and results classes that are less than optimal.
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ROLE OF THE JET PARTICIPANT DURING FOREIGN LANGUAGE
ACTIVITIES CLASS

In addition to planning lessons, the homeroom teacher or Foreign Language
Activities instructor is to act as the principal instructor (T1) upon execution of the
lesson under the Revised Course of Study. The survey results, however, show
that over half of the respondents act as the de facto T1 in classes they teach,
with 8.3% teaching their lessons independently or nearly so and another 48.6
percent in a central role with some assistance, such as translation or classroom
management, from the homeroom teacher.

One participant explained the state of allocation of responsibilities this way:

The responsibility for all the English lessons in all four of my elementary
schools is entirely mine. | design the curriculum, choose the topic, plan the
lesson, and am the main teacher in the lesson. | strive to design cooperative
teaching lessons, giving the homeroom teacher a prominent role (as much as
the teacher is comfortable with). | have a group meeting with the teachers of
each grade level before each lesson. These meetings are in Japanese. | also
write my lesson plans half in English, half in Japanese. In order to finish all the
planning and meeting with teachers, | often must stay at school until 7 p.m. |
teach an average of five classes per day.

Conversely, nearly one-fourth of those surveyed indicated that the homeroom
teacher teaches the lesson while they provide some oral/aural support (e.g.
reading dialogues or passages aloud for listen-and-repeat or providing examples
of pronunciation). Only 18.4% reported that they participate in what they would
consider a team-teaching situation in the classroom.

A team-teaching arrangement in which the JET participant works together
with the homeroom instructor during the introduction and presentation before
moving on to interact with students during practice activities is ideal. This way,
the children can benefit from hearing the JET participant speak in English during
the presentation of new material before moving on to engage in activities or
play games together. The survey results suggest that the majority of JETs head
the lessons they teach. Another sizable group of respondents stated that they
are assigned a role that involves little teaching and consists mainly of modeling
pronunciation and filling a student-like role during games and activities. Such an
arrangement does not provide much opportunity for communicative interaction
with the native speaker. Conversely, requiring a participant to take on the role
of lead teacher may give rise to difficulty, particularly given the fact that the
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majority of participants have indicated that their pre-class consultation time is
lacking as stated in the preceding section. While some participants indicated
that they enjoy the challenge and creative freedom afforded them when they are
requested to head a class, others expressed dismay at trying to teach classes of
students with whom they have so little interaction on a regular basis.
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REGARDING THE SUPPLEMENTARY TEACHING MATERIALS
(ENGLISH NOTEBOOK [EIGO NOTO])

The Eigo Noto is used as a curriculum for the Foreign Language Activities at
the schools of 71.6% of respondents. Stated differently, the content of class at
those locations follows the progression of the book with those language items
and topics featured in the book constituting the basis for lessons. Lessons
taught follow Eigo Noto closely.

Inthe 2009 survey conducted by AJET on the subject of teaching at elementary
schools, the Eigo Noto displayed the notable qualities of being colorful and
well-liked by the schoolchildren; however, it was also found to contain unnatural
English. Some ALTs felt that the text was difficult to incorporate into their own
teaching styles.

When surveying the results of the current study, overall reactions to Eigo
Noto continue to be mixed. When asked whether the text presents useful
basic expressions and vocabulary, just over 51% of respondents felt it did. As
in 2009, it was found that the text provides some activity ideas that students
enjoy: nearly 41% of respondents agree or somewhat agree that the activities
presented in the text are engaging for their students. On the other hand, the
text was cited as a challenge faced by 61% of the respondents in their teaching
at elementary school.

In particular, several problems were cited time and again in the free-response
items. They include:

1. A lack of cohesion and continuity in the text in terms of chapter themes,
vocabulary, and sentences patterns;

2. Few review activities or cumulative tasks to build upon what students
have studied previously; and

3. Propagation of stereotypical views when presenting foreign cultures
and people (e.g. false accents on the accompanying CD, emphasising
differences among cultures without providing examples of commonality).

A number of responses indicated that the JET Programme participants use
the Eigo Noto themes (e.g. likes and dislikes, months of the year, and schedules)
but feel it necessary to use their own vocabulary and activities in order to
respond to the needs of students rather than those in the book. One respondent
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commented that unnecessarily difficult or obscure vocabulary is introduced
and confuses students (e.g. the traditional Korean dress chima chogori and
blue skirt with hearts) after they have just built confidence with more basic,
practical words. Another suggested that the large number of varying phrases
and words introduced in each chapter obscures the focus of the chapter and
makes it difficult for students to grasp the intended theme.

While AJET understands that the Eigo Noto will be replaced next school year,
the concerns raised by participants remain relevant to the discussion of Foreign
Language Activities, and the short-term goals within the overall course of study,
at the elementary school level. The lack of cohesion and consistency in the book
was cited repeatedly and given as one reason that participants end up moving
away from, or wanting to move away from the text. A lack of cohesion within a
given chapter can be confusing to students who may not finish the lesson with
a clear understanding of what they were studying. Students become confused
about the main point of the lessons they study. This is directly correlated to the
lack of continuity between lessons and also the lack of review and cumulative
activities was another salient point in the surveys. Some participants lamented
that their students were unable to build on previous learning or retain what was
studied some weeks prior.

With regard to the treatment of culture in the book, many comments suggested
that the false accents on the accompanying CD (e.g. an English speaker feigning
a French accent) and examples of difference without providing for commonality
are not consonant with the aim of raising students’ awareness of diversity in
culture, ways of life, and worldviews. Several participants commented that
the false accents on the CD are awkward at best and sometimes downright
offensive.

One respondent expressed concern about the treatment of culture:

Eigo Note does tend toward the ‘Foreigners are foreign, but that's ok’
approach. It doesn't show the resemblances between foreign people along
with the differences, nor does it make any mention of the sometimes radical
differences within the same region of Japan. It shows Japan as a united group
flanked by equally united cultural groups.

10
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Eigo Noto provides themes and content and provides a basis for classroom
activities. However, a number of participants surveyed indicated that they
felt the learning objectives in the book were obscured by the large number of
vocabulary words and phrases introduced in a single chapter and observed
a lack of continuity between chapters. Moreover, they expressed a need for
cumulative review activities to help learners consolidate earlier learning and
become confident in their language use.

11
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JET PARTICIPANTS’ VIEWS ON FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACTIVITIES
AT THE ELEMENTARY LEVEL

JET Programme participants who are active at the elementary level often have
a significant influence over the course of classroom proceedings as referenced
above. Many of the participants are expected to do the majority of the lesson-
planning. A number of participants related that they are also asked to take on
a central role in the actual execution of lessons in the classroom. As JETs play
such an integral role in the classes they attend, it is important to consider how
they conceptualise Foreign Language Activities and what aims they bring to
their work at the elementary school. Their understanding of the class and the
goals they have in mind when approaching classes they teach are bound to
affect their work and, in turn, the progression of lessons.

Based on the write-in results and comments left by respondents, it seems
that participants view Foreign Language Activities class as an unprecedented
opportunity to guide students’ study of English at the elementary school level.
In particular, participants spend time working with students on vocabulary and
sentence pattern acquisition, listening and speaking skills, and communication
of ideas via English. In other words, they invest a great deal of time and effort
during Foreign Language Activities on developing students’ English language
abilities because they see this as the first step in a long-term endeavor on the
part of students to acquire a second language.

As they are inclined to view Foreign Language Activities as a language
learning opportunity, the JET Programme participants who commented on their
work at elementary school left positive opinions about their experience teaching
younger grades and expressed interest in continuing work with students in
lower grades. They also expressed their conviction that students in the fifth and
sixth grades have the inquisitive mindset and that this presents an opportunity
to harness this potential and encourage learning English.

In terms of contributing to what they consider the foundations of English as
a foreign language, many participants felt that they were unable to effectively
provide students with enough fundamental English language components.
Because the curriculum is divided between English on one hand and a survey
of a number of foreign cultures on the other, the overall focus of lessons may
sometimes be obscured. Some participants expressed concern about the lack
of concrete language learning outcomes (i.e. can-do statements); without these

12
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guidelines, some participants feel uncertain about how class time should be
best spent. While some expressed agreement about the importance of teaching
about cultures, one participant described the current situation in their classes
as “a hodge-podge of ‘English’ and other foreign languages” and expressed a
desire for more direction.

Participants view themselves as cultural informants in the classroom. Some
suggested that they feel their time is well-spent providing students with
exposure to lots of English. However, there also appears to be a trend among
participants to view Foreign Language activities as an opportunity to work
gradually and systematically to build a foundational knowledge of English. Such
participants tended to express misgivings about the multiple goals presented
in each section of Eigo Noto, viewing this as a source of confusion for students
and an impediment in their endeavors to engage in English instruction.

As a trained teacher in my home country, | think that one of the most important
points of learning is setting goals as benchmarks and being evaluated on those
goals. Goals must then be quantifiable and students as well as educators should
be able to see whether or not they have succeeded in achieving those goals.
As it stands now, there seem to be no quantifiable goals for English education
in elementary school. Students are told upon entry into junior high that what
they have learned is inapplicable and that they should forget it. They are then
subjected to a curriculum that - while it has more structure than elementary
school - is geared more towards test-taking than communication. Students
really do enjoy English in my classes, but | think that it could be much more
meaningful if given a better framework.

13
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CONCLUSION

The results of the study indicate that participants do not have sufficient
communication with the elementary faculty with whom they work prior to
lessons. The result is a disparity in understanding of the role of the classroom
teacher and JET participant and decreased effectiveness of cooperative
instruction that during class. In addition to the language barrier, a lack of
designated planning meetings was identified as a factor contributing to this
lack of communication. There also appeared to be inconsistency in the roles
JET participants are asked to fill during class with some taking on the role of
principal instructor and others doing little more than providing pronunciation
examples. This seems to stem from differences in interpretation of the role of
the participant as an assistant in foreign language instruction. Finally, there are
concerns about a lack of cohesion and opportunity for cumulative review in the
supplementary materials used in class.

On a very positive note, the overwhelming majority of participants recorded
very positive comments about working in the elementary school setting and
about the potential for language learning in their students. The students’
enthusiasm, curiosity, and genuine interest in language and interaction with a
person from a different cultural background were noted as remarkable. When
asked what they valued most in teaching at the elementary school level, the
single-most common response was: the schoolchildren. AJET is certain that
the language and cultural learning taking place in elementary schools across
Japan as a result of interaction between programme participants and students
will make a lasting impact on students’ development and the participants
themselves. We remain very interested in the future developments of Foreign
Language Activities at the elementary school level and are confident that JET
Programme participants can play a key role in continued progress.

14
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RECOMMENDATIONS

In order to further elucidate the intended class structure and outcomes of
Foreign Language Activities:

1. Provide written explanation of the content and aims of Foreign Language
Activities to JET Programme participants

2. Provide English-language reference materials to assist in preparing for
team-teaching lessons and conferencing with elementary faculty
> Examples of appropriate activities
> Information about course materials

3. Numerous write-in comments in the survey indicated that participants
are not fully aware of the intended class structure and outcomes of
Foreign Language Activities. Moreover, a number of comments indicated
that participants had difficulty reconciling policy objectives with actual
proceedings in class. If JETs have access to explanation of the policy and
concrete examples of appropriate classroom activities and uses of the
text, their work in the classroom should fall more closely in line with the
intentions of MEXT as outlined in the Revised Course of Study.

15
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QUESTIONS

1. AJET recognises that MEXT is in the process of introducing English
language study to elementary schools this year, and that it will be
expanded in the coming years.

Phonics is recognised worldwide as an essential component of teaching
English, which helps first-time learners grasp, not only the basic sounds,
but how letters can be combined to make sounds and words. The ability
to read phonetically is vital as young learners begin to associate meaning
and comprehension to the words they are learning in tandem with basic
communication skills.

Is MEXT prepared to introduce phonics in the coming years as one of the
cornerstone skills of English education as it is recognised around the world?

1. a: Does MEXT currently have any plans for introducing phonics at the
elementary school level?

1. b: Would MEXT be receptive to accepting or starting a phonics
programme, provided by AJET, from it’s many resources both within
and outside of the JET community? If so, how?

2 From the survey responses it is well understood, across the board, that
there is a vast lack of communication and mutual participation regarding
the coordination of lessons in the classroom, usually resulting in the ALT
becoming the de-facto main teacher.

Based on this, we'd like to ask what MEXT currently does to facilitate and
encourage cooperation in teaching, and planning, between Japanese
teachers and ALTs?

2. a: Does MEXT believe that this is an issue that they need to be more
proactive about rectifying?
2. b: What could MEXT consider doing to improve this situation?

3 AJET understands that MEXT prefers that the different respective Boards
of Education set their own educational curricula for elementary school
English education. However, when JETs were asked about said curricula,
an excess of 70% responded that Eigo Noto was, by default, being used

16
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in place of a curriculum. We understand that Eigo Noto is not meant to
be a stand-alone curriculum, but rather a teaching tool to supplement a
curriculum set in place by the respective Board of Education, however, this
is not what is happening in classrooms across the entire country. Does
MEXT see this as a problem?

3. a: If so, what can MEXT to do help resolve and correct this situation?

Of the many comments we received, many were discouraged JETs voicing
their opinions regarding the inconsistency of Elementary English Education
between multiple schools. Many expressed discontent with the current
system in place where JETs are forced to teach to different standards (or
have different lessons entirely within the same school and sometimes
even the same grade level), in the same city or area.

Recognising that this is a major issue that the majority of JETs face, does
MEXT have advice for JETs on how to deal with these circumstances?

4. a: In tandem with this issue is the amount of time that HRTs have to
meet with JETs for planning. As stated in the report, the majority of
the time, the amount of planning between ALTs and HRTs is less than
5 minutes or not at all. How does MEXT suggest overcoming this
obstacle and what advice can MEXT give JETs and Elementary school
staff on this issue?

Many JETs voiced strong opinions that formalised English language
education should begin from an earlier age and year in school. This is
currently the trend in other East Asian countries. For example, Taiwan and
China began elementary-level English study at the third grade level ten
years ago, in 2001. Even earlier, South Korea had introduced English to the
elementary curriculum in 1997 beginning at the third grade level. Based
on this anecdotal evidence from neighbouring nations, we think that much
more could be accomplished and achieved if English education was started
at the third grade level instead of fifth grade level. Is MEXT planning
on doing this, or would you be open to instituting this policy in the near
future?

17
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6 At the JET Alumni International conference in Tokyo, in October, there
was a bit of discussion regarding a standardisation of Pre-departure
Orientations, as to avoid the overlap of Pre-departure Orientations, Tokyo
Orientation, and Prefectural Orientation.

Considering this report’s data regarding the number of JETs who become
the de-facto lead teacher in elementary school, what can MoFA do to
provide more training for JETs in their home countries, after they've been
accepting to the JET Programme, but prior to their departure?

6. a: Taking into account CLAIRs efforts to provide partial TEFL scholarships,
and AJET's actions for scholarships and partial grants for the entire
JET community via TEFL, would it be possible for MoFA to provide
some type of TEFL training or teacher preparation training before
JETs' departures from their home countries?

7 We believe that one of the most significant hurdles to overcome in
Japanese Elementary schools is that the course of study (and thereby,
English language acquisition) is not taken as seriously as it should be by
the faculties in schools. Considering that there are no tests or grades
for elementary school English, this leaves educators with no quantifiable
standards by which students’ English language abilities and progress can
be measured.

Does MEXT believe this to be a problem? Is there a reason that there are
no ways to measure progress for the current course of study, other than
the fact that that it is not an “official” subject?

7. a: There has been research, some of which has been funded by MEXT,
regarding this limitation and how to overcome it. Does MEXT have
plans to implement some type of evaluation or scale to measure
students progress and give them, their teachers, and parents
feedback? If not, would MEXT be open to something along these
lines?

18
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