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English Education in Japan:
An Analysis of the Guidelines for Junior High Schools

Chie Uchibori

1. Introduction

Since the beginning of the Heisei era (1989—), the Japanese government has been
encouraging Japanese people to become better at communicating with people around
the world and to play a more active role on the international stage, and the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has incorporated
communication skills in its guidelines for English education since then. In 2000 Prime
Minister Keizou Obuchi said that all people who live in the 21st century should be able to
communicate in English, the common international language (Prime Minister office,
2000). However, most schools in Japan still put more emphasis on reading than on
speaking in English classes, and many teachers still use the grammar translation
method. This situation is inconsistent with government wishes and the current
guidelines.

The present study investigates how the Japanese government has tried to create a
framework for English teaching and learning since World War II through its guidelines,
which stipulate what all Japanese children should study in schools. The guidelines are
drawn up by the Council of Education Courses, and finally approved by the Minister of

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology.

1.1 Literature Review

Fujimaki (1999) studied changes in English education in Japan from the Edo period
to the Meiji period (1603—1912) focusing on educational purposes and showed the
vision for the future of English education in Japan. The author claims that the HMS
Phaeton incident was the starting point of English education in Japan. The British ship,
the HMS Phaeton, arrived at the port of Nagasaki in 1808. In those days, no Japanese

people were able to negotiate in English, so the Tokugawa government was forced to



accept unreasonable British demands. Because of this, the Tokugawa government
encouraged the government’s official interpreters to learn a wider range of foreign
languages, especially English and Russian, in order to strengthen national security. This
led to English being studied by scholars of European culture. During the Meiji
Restoration (1868—1912), the government started to actively introduce European
culture and institutions, and foreign language learning became more widespread. By the
end of the Meiji period, English had become a subject in entrance examinations to
institutions of higher education. The author concluded that during the Edo and Meiji
period, the purpose and motives for English learning were national, for example to
introduce new culture and catch up with Europe.

Ayabe (2005) investigated the guidelines for junior high school English courses
published between 1947 and 1998, focusing on changes in goals in the light of the
changing social environment. The author pointed out that the 1969 guidelines reflected
an awareness of international society related to the holding of the Tokyo Olympics in
1964, and also that students were required to be more active learners than before.

Yamamoto (2002) felt that students’ English ability had declined and examined the
guidelines of English courses for junior high schools issued after 1981 in order to find out
why. The reasons suggested by the author were 1) not considering the level of student
achievement, 2) fewer class hours, 3) a decline in self-study, 4) teaching English
through Japanese in class and 5) students’ approach to learning English (as puzzle

solving).

1.2 The present study

The present study is an investigation of how the Japanese government wanted
English education to be carried out after World War II. It looks at the purposes specified
in the government guidelines for foreign language education in order to reveal how they
changed. More specifically, it looks at how the policy for teaching linguistic/communica-
tive competence changed, and how policy for teaching content, especially content

related to international understanding, changed.



1.3 Research questions

The main research question of the study was:

How were the purposes of the guidelines for foreign language courses described after

World War II till the present day?
In addition to the main question, minor questions were:

1) How were the aims of the four language skills, listening, speaking, reading and
writing described in the guidelines of English courses?

2) What does communicative competence mean in the guidelines?

3) What does international understanding mean in the guidelines?

4) How did policy on teaching content change?

2. Methods
2.1 Materials

In order to study changes in junior high school English language education in Japan,
nine government guidelines published since World War II were examined: 1947, 1951
(revised edition), 1958 (revised edition), 1969, 1977, 1989, 1998, 2003 (partly revised
edition), and 2012.

2.2 Analytical procedures

The study is a qualitative analysis of the guidelines for language courses and
focuses on the following areas, 1) The four language skills (listening, speaking, reading
and writing), 2) Communicative competence, 3) International understanding and 4)
Policy on teaching content.

The first part investigates changes in how the four language skills were to be
developed and how teaching policies have changed. The second part looks at how
communicative competence is defined in the guidelines and compared this with other
researchers’ definitions. The third part investigates the meaning of international
understanding in the guidelines, and the last part how the policy for content has

changed.



3. Results
3.1 The four languasge skills

The four language skills are listening, speaking, reading and writing and have
consistently been part of the guidelines. However, the analysis suggests the goals have
evolved over three stages. The first stage covers the period from 1947 to 1958 (1947,
1951 and 1958 guidelines). These guidelines focused on how to teach. The second covers
the 1969 and 1977 guidelines. These guidelines added some basic ideas which influenced
the direction of future guidelines. The third period covers the guidelines issued after

1989. These guidelines have a consistent policy regarding the teaching of English.

3.1.1 Period 1: 1947, 1951 and 1958 guidelines

The guidelines between 1947 and 1958 included information on how to teach
English. The amount varied though. The 1947 guidelines did not emphasize it much, and
focused more on developing in the students the habit of thinking in English in the same
way as English speakers do rather than memorizing as many English words as possible
(Chapter 1, Clause 1) . Other clauses (CL 2 and CL 3) were about learning the four skills
in order to promote the habit of thinking in English.

The 1951 guidelines focused more on what teachers should teach and teaching
techniques. The 1958 guidelines (Ch. 1, Section 2, CL 2)? said that teachers should give
students experiences useful for acquiring listening, speaking, reading and writing skills.
This seems to imply that teachers play a more active role in the classroom than
students.

The 1958 guidelines were one based on the previous guidelines but were more
detailed. They specified the aims by year for content, subject matter, and study
activities. One aim was to get students accustomed to foreign sounds and word
formation, and to develop students’ abilities in the four skills. The section on activities
said that teachers should make students listen to passages and check their
understanding, listen and then repeat, listen and then act, speak or write changing part
of a sentence they listened to or read and then write it. Furthermore, it states that
teachers should get students to repeat exercises until they master the skills of listening

and speaking. These ideas have a lot in common with the Audio-lingual Method, which



emphasized practice, oral repetition, and pattern practice (Shirahata et al, 2012). The
1958 guidelines appear to have been influenced by this teaching method.

Overall, these guidelines appear less interested in what students do in English, and
more interested in what teachers should make students do. In other words, they gave

the teacher an active role and the students a passive one.

3.1.2 Period 2: 1969 and 1977 guidelines

The 1969 and 1977 guidelines were somewhat different from each other and had a
noticeable influence on later guidelines. The 1969 guidelines had two interesting
features, 1) the incorporation of language functions into the guidelines and 2)
information about the content teachers should introduce in their classes. Examples of
language functions added in the 1969 guidelines for the first time were: greetings,
questioning and answering, expressing feelings, reminding and explaining.
Furthermore, the aims for each year included the content to be introduced in class. The
aim for the first year of junior high school in the 1969 guidelines was for students to be
able to listen and speak about personal and familiar topics, using the most basic English
and to be able to read about foreign people’s lives using the most basic English.

The 1969 guidelines appear to have a lot in common with the Notional/Functional
syllabus that was being developed by the Council of Europe. According to Shirahata et
al. (2012), a Notional/Functional syllabus is organized around language functions (e.g.,
agreeing, requesting and apologizing) and notions, language forms for expressing
meaning (e.g. time, quantity and place), which language users need to be able to do
when using a language.

In the 1977 guidelines, the focus had moved away from functions and focused on
two things, 1) understanding the main point and 2) awareness of accuracy. One reason
is that Notional/Functional syllabuses had been criticized for a variety of reasons,
including making light of accuracy (Shirahata et al,, 2012). The guidelines also included
specific aims for each year. For example, the aim of the first year was to be able to listen
and speak about simple matters in elementary English. The aim of the second year was
to be able to listen to English and get the gist of what is said and speak in elementary

English. The aim of the third year was to be able to listen to English and catch the main



points, and speak in elementary English. The focus was on comprehension. There was
also a focus on accuracy. Students were to listen and understand what the speaker was
thinking, speak correctly, read aloud correctly with clear pronunciation and listen to
sentences and be able to write them down correctly. All descriptions of the four

language skills mentioned correctness, or accuracy.

3.1.3 Period 3: 1989, 1998, 2003 and 2012 guidelines

Although there were some revisions, the differences between the 1989, 1998, 2003
and 2012 guidelines are small. The main points they have in common are 1) accuracy, 2)
language functions and 3) comprehension of main points, which were introduced in the
1969 or 1977 guidelines for the first time. The 1989 guidelines continued to set goals for
each year. First year students were expected to achieve accuracy and study language
functions. Third year students were required to grasp the main points when listening
and reading. Specific goals for each school year were not included in the 1998, 2003 and
2012 guidelines and were replaced by goals for the whole of junior high school.

To sum up, before 1989, each set of guidelines had different features. For example,
the 1958 guidelines tended to focus more on teachers, and the 1969 guidelines more on
language functions. However, the guidelines published after 1998 brought together

earlier ideas and were more consistent than their predecessors.

3.2 Communicative competence

Communicative competence became the focus of attention in English education
because of criticisms of structural language syllabuses, and the promotion of
communicative language teaching by the Council of Europe in the 1980s. Japanese

guidelines also followed this trend.

3.2.1 Definitions of communicative competence
The term communicative competence was coined by Dell Hymes, a sociolinguist.
“Hymes referred to communicative competence as that aspect of our competence that
enables us to convey and interpret messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally

within specific contents” (Brown, 2007, p. 219). Canale and Swain refined this definition



by making four sub-categories of communicative competence: grammatical competence,
discourse competence, sociolinguistic competence and strategic competence. The first
two categories relate to the linguistic system (linguistic knowledge) and the second two

to the functional aspects of communication (Brown, 2007).

3.2.2 Communication and communicative competence in the guidelines

Communication was first mentioned in the 1989 guidelines, although it was not
referred to as communicative competence.

To understand foreign languages, develop basic skills to express oneself in foreign

languages, foster an attitude to try to communicate positively in foreign languages,

give students a better understanding of and interest in languages and cultures and
cultivate the basics of international understanding (1989, Ch 2, Section 9, C1 1) [my
translation].

The 1989 guidelines say the study of foreign languages required students only to
foster an attitude to try to communicate positively in foreign languages. The word
communication appeared only here. There was no definition of communication or what
it entailed. Another interesting thing is that the guidelines did not require students to
actually acquire communicative competence, but only to foster a positive attitude
toward communication in foreign languages. The guidelines for high schools had the
same aim.

The next set of guidelines for junior high schools was published in 1998. There are
some changes in description about communication.

Through foreign languages, to deepen understanding of languages and cultures,

foster an attitude to try to communicate positively and develop the basic practical

communicative skills of listening and speaking, etc.. (1998, Ch 2, Section 9, C1 1) [my
translation].

As in the 1989 guidelines, the 1998 guidelines also required students to foster an
attitude to try to positively communicate in foreign languages. However, they also
required that students develop a basic practical communicative competence. Also in
contrast to the vagueness of the 1989 guidelines, the 1998 guidelines gave a more

concrete idea of the meaning of communicative competence and further suggested ways



in which teachers should use communicative activities to teach English in junior high
school®

The guidelines defined a communicative activity as an activity in which students
talk about what they think and feel in a foreign language using appropriate expressions
for the situation. The guidelines gave example language functions and situations, for
example, greetings, self-introductions, talking on the telephone, shopping, giving
directions, traveling and having lunch, asking questions, requesting, inviting, offering,
promising, thanking, praising and apologizing. These guidelines introduced situations
where particular expressions are used and the idea of interlocutors, thus raising
awareness of both speakers and listeners in communication.

The next guidelines were published in 2003, but there were no major changes to the
content of the foreign language section. In the more recent 2012 guidelines, there was a
small change, defining communication skills as listening, speaking, reading and writing:

Through foreign languages, to deepen the interest in languages and cultures, foster

an attitude to try to communicate positively and develop the basic communication

skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing (2012, Ch 2, Section 9, Cl 1) [my

translation].

3.3 International understanding

Education for international understanding requires studying different cultures in
the world, communicating smoothly with foreign people and fostering an attitude of
respect for others in the world (Shirahata et al, 2012). It was first mentioned in the
general guidelines in 1946 and in Foreign Language section of the guidelines in 1969.
Since then, the concept has become more refined. This section examines what the

Foreign Language guidelines say about international understanding.

3.3.1 International understanding in the foreign language section

The first mention of international understanding in the Foreign Language section of
the guidelines was in 1969.

To develop the basic skills of understanding and expressing oneself in a foreign

language, deepen awareness of language and develop the basics of international



understanding (1969, Ch 2, Section 9, Cl 1) [my translation].
In the next guidelines, in 1977, international understanding had been replaced by
“understanding the way foreign people live and think”.

To understand foreign languages, develop the basic skill to expressing oneself in a

foreign language, deepen interest in language and understand the way foreign

people live and think (1969, Ch. 2, Para 9, Cl 1) [my translation].

In the 1989 guidelines, international understanding was once again the aim.

To understand foreign languages, develop the basic skill to express in foreign

languages, foster an attitude to try to communicate positively in foreign languages,

deepen the interest in languages and cultures and develop basic international
understanding (1989, Ch 2, Para 9, Cl 1) [my translation].

After this, the guidelines did not include international understanding as an aim.
However, the idea of international understanding and “self-awareness as Japanese in
international society” was included in the section on the content to be used in the 1989
guidelines:

A) Useful for deepening international understanding with a wide viewpoint, and

developing self-awareness as Japanese in international society and a spirit of

international cooperation.

B) Useful for raising interest in language and culture, fostering an attitude of

respect and keeping an open mind.

C) Useful for understanding deeply about the lives and ways of thinking of the

people of the world, broadening the international view and developing a sense of

fair judgment (Ch 2, Section 9, Cl 3) [my translation].

In the 1998 (and later) guidelines, there were only small changes.

A) Useful for understanding many different ways of ‘seeing , developing a sense of

fair judgment and keeping an open mind.

B) Useful to understand deeply about the life and the way of thinking of the people

of the world, raise the interest in languages and cultures and foster an attitude to

respect them.

C) Useful for deepening international understanding with a wide viewpoint, raising

self-awareness as Japanese people living in international society and developing a



spirit of international cooperation (1998, Ch 2, Section 9, Cl 3) [my translation].

3.3.2 International understanding in other subjects

Reference to international understanding is not limited to foreign language
education. The sections on Social Studies and Moral Education classes also promote an
international perspective. However, the goals are not the same as that for foreign
languages. Social Studies focus on international cooperation and Moral Education on
living in international society.

The 1958 guidelines for Social Studies used the term international cooperation for
the first time. The aim was to make students consider the history of international
cooperation and not necessarily the development of a spirit of international cooperation.
The objective was to learn about societies in the world.

In 1969, international cooperation became one of the goals:

Make students understand the role of Japan in the world, develop self-awareness as

a nation, deepen international understanding, develop a spirit of international

cooperation, and foster an attitude to contribute to the peace of the world and

human welfare [my translation].

A similar idea was included in the 1969 guidelines for History:

Make students understand rudiments of international relations and cultural

exchange in history, consider the position of our country, have an interest in the

cultures and traditions of other peoples and develop a spirit of international
cooperation [my translation].
International cooperation has been mentioned in every revision of guidelines for Social
Studies and History since 1969.

The original purpose of Social Studies was to study the societies of Japan and the
world, and the guidelines put more emphasis on international cooperation than
international understanding. However, studying about society in Japan and societies in
the rest of the world also means learning international understanding.

In regard to Moral Education, the 1958 and 1969 guidelines had the goal of
developing Japanese people who contribute to international society.? In the Heisei era,

since 1989, the guidelines for Moral Education included awareness as a Japanese person



who contributes to the peace of the world with an international viewpoint.
References to international understanding and related ideas such as international
cooperation and an international perspective are not limited to the foreign language
guidelines. It is also interesting that references to an international viewpoint appeared
earlier in the guidelines for Social Studies and Moral Education than for foreign
language education, and that it was not until after 1969, that the guidelines for foreign

languages incorporated developing an international perspective.

3.4 Policy on course content

‘Policy for course content’ in this study refers to the content that students are
required to study in addition to the language itself (e.g., teaching materials should
include content related to the daily lives, cultures, stories, geography and history of the
world’s people, especially English speakers and the Japanese people).

Once again, there appear to be three periods. The first period covers the 1947, 1951
and 1958 guidelines, the second the 1969 and 1977 guidelines, and the third the 1989,
1998, 2003 and 2012 guidelines.

A consistent theme throughout the first period, from 1947 to 1958, was that
language and culture are related and that studying English should involve learning
about English speakers and their culture.

4) To know people who speak English, especially know their manners and habits or

daily lives. Studying English through listening, speaking, reading and writing leads

to natural understanding of people who speak English and that connects to increase
international friendship (1947, Ch. 1, Cl. 4) [my translation].

The 1951 guidelines (Ch. 1, Section 2)° also referred to learning about the life and
culture of English speakers. It said that the language learning experience should not be
separate from learning about lifestyle, customs and habits because they are the core of
their culture. The concept underlying this appears to be that language and its speakers’
culture are related. Therefore, learning how to listen, speak, read and write is a way to
understand a language’s speakers.

The 1958 guidelines (Ch. 2, Section 9, Cl. 3) also referred to learning about English

speakers through studying English and, interestingly, adds that one reason for paying



attention to the customs and systems of English speaking people is to avoid prejudice
toward them.

A feature of the second period, 1969 and 1977, was learning about foreign people,
not just English speakers, through studying foreign languages. This represented a
widening of the goal from English native speakers to foreign people in general. This is
largely because the 1969 and 1977 guidelines started to prescribe English and other
foreign language education together in the foreign language section. However, this
change also led to a change in the prescription for content.

2) Teaching content should be selected from daily lives, manners and customs,

stories, geography or history of its speakers and the people of the world (1969, Ch 2,

Section 9, Cl 3.) [my translation].

A feature of the guidelines in the third period, from 1989 to 2012, is learning about
Japanese people in addition to foreign people through studying foreign languages.

The teaching content should be selected from daily lives, manners and custom,

stories, geography or history of the people of the world and Japanese. Furthermore,

the content should be based on the developmental stage of the students (1989, Ch.

2, Section 9, Cl 3) [my translation].

4. Discussion
4.1 Answers to research questions

The research questions of the present study were 1) How were the aims of the four
language skills, listening, speaking, reading and writing described in the guidelines for
foreign language courses?, 2) What does communicative competence mean in the
guidelines?, 3) What does international understanding mean in the guidelines?, and 4)
How did policy on course content change? This section will answer these questions in
turn.

The aims related to four language skills in the guidelines changed three times. At
first, the idea that language is connected to its culture reflected the purpose of acquiring
the four language skills. Therefore, the guidelines in the first period put more weight on
studying English than acquiring the four language skills. It can be said the second period

was ‘a period of change' . Ideas and pedagogies introduced in the 1969 and 1989



guidelines were reflected in future guidelines. In contrast with the second period, it can
be said the third period was a ‘stable period’ . The guidelines in the third period have
the three consistent main ideas.

Another change in relation to the four language skills is the roles of teacher and
students. The guidelines in the first period gave the teacher an active role, and were
written in a form like ‘how teachers teach English to students’ . However, the guidelines
in the second and third periods had goals like what students will come to be able to do
through learning the four language skills, which made students more active participants
than before.

Since 1989, the expression communicative competence has meant an awareness of
using appropriate English in actual situations. The guidelines say that activities like
talking to others and exchanging information are communication. However, junior high
schools do not require students to actually communicate in English, but only to develop
a positive attitude toward it. One reason for this may be the environment for studying
English in Japan. For Japanese junior high school students, the classroom is not a natural
setting, but an artificial one, and students study English as a foreign language, not as a
second language. Almost all junior high school students, as well as high school students,
seldom use foreign languages in daily life. Of course, there are many foreign people
living in Japan or visiting Japan, but students do not meet or communicate with them
frequently in daily life. Therefore, in order to give students sufficient experience of using
a foreign language, they should be encouraged to communicate in foreign languages in
classrooms. For example, it would be useful for activities using the internet to be added
to classroom activities.

Like the four skills, the role of international understanding in the guidelines has
developed over three periods. In the first period, from 1947 to 1958, there was no
mention of international understanding. It started to be included in the guidelines
during the second period, from 1969 to 1977. However, the meaning of the term was
limited to ‘development of the basic skill of international understanding’ . During the
third period, from 1989 to 2012, international understanding expanded to mean not only
developing the basic skill of international understanding, but also developing self-

awareness as a Japanese person living in international society and cultivating a spirit of



international cooperation. These two goals had already been incorporated in earlier
guidelines for Social Studies and Moral Education. One reason why the guidelines added
international understanding as a goal was because Japan joined the United Nations in
1956 and became more aware of international society than before.

The guidelines on teaching content have also changed over the years. The initial
goal of understanding English-speaking people broadened over time to include people all
over the world including Japanese people. It can be said that the idea that learning
English is no longer related only to knowing about English-speaking cultures. The
connection between language and culture is now weaker than before and, since 1989,
learning English seems to have become a key to knowing about everything in the world.
At the same time, it also can be said that the need for practical skills with foreign
languages is greater than ever.

The main finding of this study is that the guidelines have evolved over three time
periods (Figure 1). The first period covered the 1947, 1951 and 1958 guidelines, the
second the 1969 and 1977 guidelines and the third the 1989, 1998, 2003 and 2012
guidelines. The main feature of the first period was the idea that culture is connected to
language and that learning English meant learning about the English-speaking people.
The second period was ‘change stage’ . The guidelines for the four language skills
changed from being teacher-centered to student-centered and new pedagogical
methods were introduced. A broad goal of international understanding was added and
the policy for content expanded from only English-speaking people to the people of the
world. It was during this stage that English ceased to be just a foreign language and
became a means to connect to the rest of world. In the third period, the guidelines
continued to be practical, the goals for the four skills remained consistent, and emphasis
was starting to be put on developing communicative competence. A goal of raising self-
awareness as Japanese was added and policy on content added the lifestyle and thinking
of Japanese people to the people of the world. From this period, English has become like
a key to connect to the world. The idea of knowing a language's speakers through
learning their language has diminished.

In conclusion, goals of the English courses in junior high school have changed

gradually so that students should now develop the ability to use English in practical
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Figure 1. Classification of features of the guidelines for junior high

schools in Japan.

situations rather than simply study the language as an object and develop international

understanding rather than simply know about English native speakers.

4.2 Implications

This paper investigated the Japanese government guidelines for foreign and
English language. However, how these guidelines are realized in classrooms may differ
according to school and teacher. Future studies into the actual situation in classrooms
and their relationship to the guidelines are necessary.

It would also be interesting to look at the foreign and English language education
guidelines in other countries. There are many countries where students learn English or
another language as a foreign language in schools. A comparison with other countries’
guidelines would help highlight features of Japan’s guidelines and differences from those

of other countries.



5. Conclusions

This analysis of the MEXT guidelines for foreign language education in junior high
schools has shown that the goals of English education in Japan have changed from
learning English itself to acquiring practical skills for using English. The goal of learning
the four language skills changed to developing communicative competence, and the goal
of learning English to understand its speakers expanded to international understanding.
English is now a global language, and the world is becoming more and more globalized,
so we should welcome these changes.

On the other hand, the actual situation is that the goals are still some distance from
being achieved. Only a small number of people can communicate in English without
difficulty after graduating from school, and most Japanese adults begin to study English
again when they really need it. The problem is not in the guidelines. The key for the
future is in classrooms: more activities for acquiring practical skills are needed. The
guidelines should ensure classroom environments that help students realize the

government’s goals.
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