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Report Summary
The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) is in the process of reforming elementary English education. AJET provided feedback from JETs as to the current obstacles faced at elementary schools in Japan. This report established the current state of elementary English education in Japan. It also highlighted the consistencies among JETs’ experiences and identified issues in need of review. Primary sources included CLAIR and MEXT resource materials as well as multiple news articles. In addition, the report presented the concerns of JETs using the National AJET Survey conducted in March 2007. The survey included questions pertaining to JETs’ experiences in elementary schools and JETs’ views on elementary education in Japan. 546 JETs responded to the survey. 
Discussion Summary
AJET: JETs who visit elementary schools are usually the main teacher. If English language education becomes mandatory in elementary schools, how will the training of JETs who teach in elementary schools change? What changes are planned?
CLAIR: As this question relates to English education in elementary schools we would like to pass it on to MEXT.
MEXT: All I can say right now is that 95.8 percent of public schools say they have English education. The decision as to whether English education will become mandatory is still currently under discussion. So if English education were to become compulsory, lessons would be conducted with a specific curriculum. However, because this content has not been decided yet I am unable to answer what that content will be at this time.

AJET: We were wondering if this (compulsory English education) were to become a possibility what would CLAIR do about this case?
CLAIR: The portion of this type of training for ALTs is conducted by MEXT and not by CLAIR, so we cannot answer that question.

AJET: Currently in 95.8 percent of schools, there is a shortfall between the role of ALTs and the role they are performing in the classroom. Is there a plan to address that shortfall?

MEXT: So, you did just talk about what you call the “realistic situation,” but the ALTs’ job duties are to be assistant language teachers. They are assistants. However, as you stated in your report, English activities are taking place and the Homeroom Teachers (HRTs) are not English teachers. So, as you said, because of this current situation where JET participants are taking the main role, we are also looking into having more training for teachers in the elementary school classrooms. Also, I have a small example to be able to improve the situation for JETs working in elementary schools. Once again, this year in July and August, new JETs will arrive and they will attend workshops at the orientation in Tokyo. In the past, workshops for Elementary School ALTs and Junior High School ALTs operated at the same time. Previously, the Elementary School session was optional. At this time, English lessons in elementary schools have not been made compulsory. If English lessons in elementary schools are made compulsory we might have to look into changing the schedule for the Tokyo orientation.
AJET: Would CLAIR consider creating a national database where JETs and HRTs can share information about current ideas and lesson plans?
CLAIR: Firstly, I’d like to say that at the present time it would be difficult for us to make a database because of budget constraints. I’d like to tell you what you can do now, at the present time, is to share information with other JETs at workshops and on school visits. Also, to tell you, you can use our webpage to share information. As for examples to refer to, every year we gather ideas and we publish them in a book. (The one he just showed you was the Resource Materials and Teaching Handbook.) We also have a JET case study book that includes examples as well. This is last year’s version of the Resource Materials and Teaching Handbook, but we do plan to put the new version of this on our webpage. At the moment we are taking on board all of the opinions we hear and making them into a book format that we can produce sometime in the future or by putting them online. Do you know of this book (Resource Materials and Teaching Handbook)? How many of you actually use this book (AJET show of hands)? This book has games like “rock paper scissors” and “tag” that you can use in the elementary schools. Of course, it would be great in the future if we could develop the type of website you referred to, but for now we want to concentrate on improving this book. We review it every year and improve the content for new JETs. Every year from the beginning of March to the beginning of May we ask people to send in their lessons plans so we can include them in this book. Looking at what we got this year there were only about 10 submissions from JETs for this book. With your help we’d like to get the opinions of more JETs so that we can include them in this book. Please, next year, we would appreciate your help.
AJET: In regards to lesson plans and a lesson plan database, there are other organisations, such as JALT and TOSS. These are professional teaching organisations that have resources. Would CLAIR allow these organisations to provide materials to JETs to support their classroom work, possibly in the form of a database?
CLAIR: Beyond just budget issues, one thing we have a problem with is the copyright law in printing. In the back of this book there is a list of different resources that JETs can buy or borrow or look at. So, if you know of some other organisations that we can include please tell us.
AJET: JETs are not trained to be main teachers, but assistants, so asking JETs to plan lessons that the main teacher should be planning is not reasonable. Would it be possible to have teachers that are trained plan the lessons for the schools, instead of taking in submissions from under trained JETs?

CLAIR: Would MEXT care to comment on that?
MEXT: I don’t have the books now, but as you know at the Tokyo Orientations we do handout a Handbook for Team Teaching and a book for elementary school teaching, and those books were designed by professionals. I’m not sure if you understand which books I’m talking about. How many of you have used the books I’m talking about (AJET show of hands)?  As you know, elementary schools and high schools are a different matter, but because English is not compulsory in elementary schools, JETs should be using these resources, such as the Resource Materials and Teaching Handbook. We are not planning to design a textbook for elementary schools at this time.
AJET: How will the training of HRTs change if English language education becomes a requirement at elementary schools?
MEXT: I’m sorry to keep repeating the same answer, but as English education is not compulsory at this time I cannot answer that question. Most elementary school teachers do not have a license to teach English at this time and we would have to look further into that situation. Just as a piece of information: Right now there are two types of elementary school teachers. Those that are currently teaching and those who wish to become elementary school teachers. This is only my personal opinion, but in regards to the teachers already working at elementary schools, they would need extra training. New teachers could complete their training with courses about teaching English, but again this is only my opinion.

AJET: Thank you. What are HRTs told about what their role should be during team-teaching? When are they informed of this? How are they informed of this?
MEXT: Thank you for your question. There are no licensed English teachers at elementary schools so I’m going to give an example that comes from the way junior high school teachers plan their lessons. Of course, it will vary by school and by teacher, but there should be a syllabus for the junior high school English course that is confirmed with the ALT during the summer just after the ALT arrives. Also, when the ALT’s timetable is being decided, the ALT and JTE should plan a time when they are both free to plan their lessons. In terms of the roles in the classroom, there will be a time when the ALT takes charge and times when the JTE takes charge, but the main responsibility is for the JTE to plan the lessons. This is only my personal opinion, but if training were to be introduced for elementary school teachers this would probably be the way the lesson would be planned for elementary schools as well.
AJET: So at this time, elementary school teachers are not informed on how to plan English lessons?
MEXT: Until 2006 there was no training. Starting this year, 2007, each prefecture or designated city will have about three teachers who are training at MEXT. So then, in regards to these 3 teachers, that we will be training directly, they will be in charge of all the training of the teachers in their prefectures as they see fit.

AJET: Will a national curriculum be made? If so, who will be creating it? What will the targeted goals of this curriculum be?
MEXT: Again, at this point I cannot speculate whether there will be a curriculum for elementary school English lessons. However, I can report that in March of 2006, the Foreign Language Experts’ Committee recommended that 5th and 6th graders attend English classes once a week. They recommended these classes to be taught by team teaching. I’m not sure how far this proposal has progressed, but concerning whether or not to make English education compulsory, it is currently under discussion by that committee.
AJET: Please turn to page 6 of the report. We discuss some of our statistics there. 79.5% of respondents said that their overall teaching experience was as the main teacher in elementary school lessons. Also, there is a lack of communication between HRTs and ALTs. Over half the time the respondents felt they had to initiate the meeting with the HRT and they felt there was a lack of initiative from the elementary schools for English education.  What can MEXT do to improve this situation? (In the Japanese report, those statistics were in the bottom paragraph on page 5. I apologize.)
MEXT: Right now MEXT is not planning anything specific in the lines of what you are asking. Before I said there was no training at all before this year, but that is actually incorrect. Starting in 2002 and 2003 there was a training session about introducing English activities into schools held by regional blocks. So, it would be incorrect to say that teachers in charge of elementary school lessons have never received any training. Though, as you’ve said, in many cases, ALTs are running the main roles of the class. That is something MEXT will have to take into consideration and address in the future.

AJET: We’ve heard that you are currently considering whether English lessons will become compulsory. What kind of timeline are you looking at in making that decision?
MEXT: We are not the people in charge of this decision, but when we did contact those making this decision they could not give us an answer.

AJET: Thank you. We understand your situation, but please keep in mind that JETS are in a very difficult situation at this time.

AJET: What would CLAIR and/or MEXT do to address a JET’s need for Japanese ability when teaching in elementary schools? Is there a way to ensure that JETs assigned to elementary schools have some Japanese ability?
CLAIR: This is a question that will be answered by both CLAIR and MEXT, but first we will hear from CLAIR. Aside from the beginner, intermediate, and advanced Japanese courses offered by CLAIR, there is also a course offered by The Japan Foundation in Kansai aimed at JET participants. In addition, this year in consideration of the amount of elementary school JETs, CLAIR is considering revising its Japanese language course. This information should be passed on to the designated cities so that JETs know about these courses. I hope that all JETs will make use of these courses. 

CLAIR: With regard to placing JETs, if the Contracting Organisation requests a specific type of JET we give priority to these Contracting Organisations.

MEXT: CLAIR talked about the Japanese courses they offered. MEXT is not offering any Japanese training at this time. However, as pointed out in your report, MEXT believes the Japanese level of ALTs is very important for team teaching. We want to look into developing a better way to deal with this issue. We plan to collaborate with the various ministries including CLAIR to find a solution.

AJET: When JETs first begin they are placed in a very difficult situation where they often don’t speak Japanese and they have to teach English lessons in elementary schools. Six months down the road they have developed some Japanese skill and the situation gets better, but is it possible to plan to place ALTs who have some Japanese skill in elementary schools before they come to Japan?

CLAIR: Yes, we try to do this as much as we can. First we look at the application form to see the Japanese level of JETs and we also look into whether they have done a study abroad program. We also look to see if the JET is interested in going to elementary schools.

AJET: Thank you. Moving on to question 7: How can AJET assist CLAIR in developing or implementing these policies?
CLAIR: In your reports you mention that Japanese level is really important for elementary school ALTs. So, if CLAIR could get the message out to JETs that it is important for them to study and improve their Japanese skills it would be beneficial. Please help us to get this message out to JETs. It was also mentioned to me that in some areas JETs get together and have Japanese study groups. If you have ideas how to help JETs organize these groups please send us the information so we can improve our resources.
AJET: Just to go back and clarify about the HRTs in elementary schools. So, each prefecture will have 3 teachers that will be trained by MEXT and then these teachers will go back to their own prefectures and train the teachers there. Is this how it will work?

MEXT: Concerning MEXT’s budget, we have the budget to train 3 teachers from each prefecture. Concerning the responsibility of the training provided by each prefecture after that, of course, there will be differences between the prefectures. In the way we thought of it originally as MEXT, we recommended that the 3 people that get the training from MEXT should directly train one person from each school in their prefecture. So then the one representative from each school would return to their school and would train the teachers at their own school. In this way, the training that we design at MEXT can reach everyone. It should be possible for this training to reach each teacher, but depending on each prefecture and their own budgets it will differ in every prefecture.

AJET: Do you know when this training will take place this year?
MEXT: We are not 100% sure at this time. It will be reviewed in August or at the latest in October. 

AJET: You must understand that over 90% of JETS are facing these issues at elementary schools. And I’m sure they are endeavoring to improve their Japanese. The lack of direction in elementary schools is the biggest issue facing JETs at this time.  Our numbers show that 80% of JETs are the main teachers. This is a pretty dire situation. Is there any more information you can give us about the timeline on when this issue will be addressed?

MEXT: We will definitely confirm with the people providing the training for elementary school HRTs and get this information to you as soon as we can. Are you asking about the timeline for making English education compulsory?

AJET: We are very concerned about that, but do you have any notes for JETs on day one in the situation where they have no training, no experience and have to teach and plan an English elementary lesson on their own?
MEXT: As far as we’re concerned, we’d like for elementary school HRTs to have the same kind of training that exists in junior high schools. We would like for those HRTs to take responsibility during the lesson time period. I’m not in the schools myself so I can’t tell you how it feels for HRTs taking on English lessons. We’d like to encourage the HRTs to study English themselves and to create a better relationship with ALTs as well. 

MEXT: So, of course, I can’t speak English very well. I get nervous just being around you much like the HRTs do. So, I just encourage ALTs to study as much Japanese as possible and forge a relationship with the HRTs. Finally, I know I’ve said this several times, but we don’t have a timeline on when or if English education will become compulsory in elementary schools, but when we do find out this information we will contact JETs through their Contracting Organisations and let them know.

AJET: If before they come to Japan, ALTs are told where they’re being placed and they’re being placed in an elementary school, is there some way that CLAIR can tell these ALTs to study more Japanese before coming to Japan so that they are better prepared for the elementary school lessons?

CLAIR: At the moment, each Contracting Organisation sends out a welcome letter to JETs and we tell them to give as much information as possible about the JETs role. We think we should have the Contracting Organisations add that those ALTs involved in elementary school lessons should study more Japanese.

AJET: In that letter can you also tell these ALTs that they will be the main teachers in these elementary school lessons and not the assistant? Only 80 percent of the time though.

CLAIR: In the welcome letter it would definitely be possible to say that at elementary schools it is likely that no one will speak English, but not to say that the ALT will be the main teacher. Well, we would not be able to say that because they are not supposed to be the main teacher in the program. They are supposed to be an assistant.

AJET: So, how will CLAIR deal with this problem that the program description is not matching the job at elementary schools? The ALT is often the main teacher and they’re not the assistant.

CLAIR: I understand how you are feeling in this situation. We want you to understand that this program for English in elementary schools is also very new. MEXT is planning a new seminar for elementary school teachers and other improvements will be considered, but this is not a problem that can be solved immediately. AJET has a lot of useful resources for English teachers in elementary schools. It will be beneficial if we can find some ways to let the elementary school teachers know about these resources. We will consider ways to get this type of information to the elementary school teachers. 

CLAIR: We are now running out of time to discuss this issue, but we can address it again in tomorrow’s meeting. Thank you.
Comments by AJET
AJET was pleased to hear some of the personal comments made by MEXT.   AJET understands that English education at elementary school has not become compulsory yet and therefore some of the questions could not be answered fully.  However, as there are many JETs working in elementary schools, we hope that clearer goals will be stated.  We look forward to seeing the results of new training system for Homeroom Teachers, which MEXT is implementing.  We hope that MEXT will change the times of the elementary school training sessions at Tokyo Orientation, even if English education does not become compulsory for elementary schools.
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