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Abstract

With the change of English language instruction in Japanese Elementary schools shifting from ‘Foreign
Language Activities’ (gaikokugo katsudoh) to becoming a compulsory subject, Japanese Elementary school
teachers are preparing for this change. This investigation was sparked by a conversation with an elementary
school teacher on the cusp of this shift, so in July 2018 the researchers conducted this preliminary
investigation to uncover some of the main concerns of the Japanese Elementary school teachers (JT) who
are currently teaching English, and to see if there are any of those issues related to working with an assistant
language teacher (ALT). The questionnaire was distributed and collected during a one-day local teacher
conference for elementary school teachers. Of the eleven respondents, the data revealed that 81% of the
teachers lacked confidence in teaching English. The two main reasons for the lack of confidence were due to
pronunciation and English ability. In working with the ALTs, as in the literature, teachers chose varying
approaches. Merits of having an ALT included helping with pronunciation, exposure to a foreigner and foreign
culture, as well as having a positive impact on the pupils in a number of ways. Nevertheless, a number of
demerits of working with ALTs surface which indicate underlying causes including a lack in or unclear
communication, clarity of roles, and unmet expectations. The number of participants is small in this study.
Further investigation is needed to see how prevalent the issues that arose in this study are among a greater
number of teachers. Recommendations to reduce issues include creating pathways for more effective
communication between the ALT and the JT and so promote clearer goals and more defined roles in the
classroom. This research does not take into account the perspectives of ALTs and is therefore limited in
perspective. To gain a fuller picture research into perspectives of the ALTs is needed.

1. Background
English was taught in Japanese elementary
schools in the Showa Era but then ceased. In 1986

proposed that English education would start for
upper elementary school-aged children with one

the ‘Ad-Hoc Council [for] Education’™ announced
plans stating recommencing English education was
under consideration. From 1992-96 research was
conducted into teaching English and international
understanding. From the results it was decided that
in 2002 foreign language education would be
implemented in the Elementary school curriculum.
In the 2000 outline of elementary school
guidelines, foreign language conversation was
mentioned. In the same vyear, three state
elementary schools were chosen to have an
English department for research purposes. Two
years later, in 2002, English education in
Elementary school was deemed possible. It was

class a week (in 2006)?. In 2008 Japan’s education
council announced the plan to implement Foreign
Language Activities (gaikokugo katsudoh) in
elementary schools. A revision of this stated 5™ and
6‘h-grade pupils were to have 1 class each week.
Three years following in the 2011 guidelines that
were released, all elementary schools were to have
an increase in English as a common language for
international communication. In 2013 the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) announced modifications to
the English curriculum in order to become more
global®.

From the 2013 announcement to the present day,
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2018, the shift in English education in Japanese
elementary schools MEXT
announced a two-step plan to increase English

has accelerated.
education in 1. the academic years to receive
English education, and 2. the number of classes to
be delivered per academic year™. Table 1 below
details these changes from the 2017 academic year
to 2018 the following year, and Table 2 details the
changes in the second and final stage of current
reforms to what MEXT has termed the ‘New Course

of Study in Foreign Language Education’®.

Table 1: Increase of lessons 2017-2018

Year of Academic Year

pupils 2017 2018
6" Grade *35 *50
5" Grade *35 *50
4" Grade 0 *15
3" Grade 0 *15

*Number of 45-minute classes per academic year.
Data taken from MEXT: 4\ EEHEIZH T 5HFE
EEEAOMBEERICH T BTRE () ©

Table 2: Increase of lessons 2019- 2020

Year of Academic Year

pupils 2019 2020
6" Grade *50 *70
5" Grade *50 *70
4" Grade 15 *35
3" Grade 15 *35

*Number of 45-minute classes per academic year.
Data taken from MEXT: 4\ EEBHEEIZH T 5HFE
IEEEEOMELERICHF-BTERE (F) ©

These changes mean by 2020 elementary school
children in years 3 and 4 will have English classes
once a week, and pupils in years 5 and 6 will have
classes two to three times a week.

These are not the only changes ©7) The textbook
is due to change too. The first textbook, Eigo Note
(or Eigo Noto) (issued in 2009), was replaced by ‘Hi

Friends’ in 2011. The new series of textbooks

from 2018 (‘Let's Try’ and ‘We Can’) are expected
to cover years 3-6 as the new regulations come into
practice.

1.1 Implications

The General Union describes MEXT has ‘pushing
ahead with its plan’®. As with any educational
policy change concerns about how it will impact the
teachers arise. Elementary school teachers in
Japan are responsible for delivering the contents of
the many subjects taught in elementary schools
unlike their peers in Junior High schools who are
focused in their field of teaching.

There are two options to choose from to train to
become an elementary school teacher in Japan; a
four-year university course and a two-year course
at a Junior College. In some cases, the course
content for English classes is be decided by the
teacher ® who may ensure course content is
relevant, and possibly practical. Needless to say, as
Butler iterates, elementary school teachers in

' and

Japan ‘are not English language teachers
she continues by saying, ‘many of the Japanese
teachers of English (JTEs) are novices when it
comes to teaching English to elementary school
students’® .

With MEXT moving forward with plans to increase
English in the elementary school curriculum, and
with teachers who may have limited experience or
training in teaching English as a foreign language,
the impact of such government initiatives on the
teachers is fundamental to the delivery of the
course content in the classroom, which ultimately
impacts learner progress.

It therefore comes as no surprise that there are
reports of some teachers are anxious about
teaching and speaking English “%. This is not a
new problem. Fennelly and Luxton discuss the
results of a survey conducted in 2008 which
revealed most teachers who took part in a survey in
Tokushima clearly lacked confidence in their ability
to teach and speak English V.

1.2 Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs) in
Japan

The first ALTs were brought into Japan to teach in

secondary schools in 1987 on the Jet Programme



from four countries. Currently recruits include
countries where English is not the first language.
The aim of the JET programme was threefold: 1. to
stimulate internationalization in local communities,
2. to help improve foreign language education, and
3. to help grow international exchange. Initially the
programme started with 848 participants and
peaked in 2002 with 6,273 in which year 20 were
placed in Elementary schools for the first time™?.
Typical duties of the ALT on the JET programme
include team teaching or assisting with classes
taught by a JT®?. However, as Butler points out
some ALTs (or native speakers) have ‘reported
difficulties in ... teaching English’®. This raises the
question,
approaches are JTs and ALTs choosing?

what kinds of team teaching and
1.3 Team teaching

Team teaching is a term for different styles of
approach to teaching with two or more teachers. It
comes under the umbrella of partnership teaching
which is defined as teachers taking and sharing
responsibility for meeting the students’ needs™?.
Co-operative, collaborative, and parallel or team
teaching are all types of partnership teaching.
Teachers may take it in turns to teach the class®™?.
Team teaching can be where the teachers are
teaching towards a common goal™®.

In Japan, team teaching seems to be used for
when two teachers (a Japanese teacher and either
a non-Japanese ALT or a Japanese teacher of
English) are both involved in teaching the same
class. The goals of the teachers may differ, and in
sometimes only one teacher may be teaching. In
many cases, the ALT may not be a qualified

©19 In some cases this has caused

teacher
concern™®. Furthermore, issues have arisen from
bringing a non-Japanese teacher into the Japanese

an

classroom* " and teachers have been left to work

out the most suitable relationship and class
delivery®®. One outcome is varying degrees of
leadership balance in the classroom, and in some
cases, ALTs teach the classes on their own"®.
Literature indicates the system is fraught with
problems from the objectives of MEXT for the hiring

of ALTs® to the lack of preparation for and with the

JT to team teach®™”. Further to this is the JT’s

with the ALTs. Having
communicate with ALTs is a concern on top of

communication to

lacking confidence is speaking English as

previously mentioned™”.  With all these issues
what merits do teachers think there are of having
ALTs?
1.4 This investigation

This
conversation with an elementary school teacher

investigation was initiated from a
teaching English to 6" graders in a school on
Hokkaido. In discussing his main concerns in
teaching English, he commented that he had no
clue whether what he was saying in English was
correct. Unlike maths where 1+1 = 2, he said he did
not know whether the grammar he was using was
correct. This uncertainty made teaching English
difficult for him. Furthermore, when an ALT or
native speaker would come he would become very
self-conscious of his English which made him
uncomfortable. In addition, while he could teach
he could neither be sure whether his pronunciation
nor the pronunciation of the students in his class
were correct. These were areas of concerns for this
teacher, but was this a unique case, or were other
teachers experiencing similar concerns in their
teaching of English?

This conversation sparked further questions
which led to this inquiry. It was decided to gather
data from teachers in the local area as a preliminary
study. A questionnaire was drafted and piloted with
In the feedback the

teachers said the questionnaire was easy to

two teachers for feedback.

understand, so no changes were made.

Based on the study by Fennelly and Luxton®"
uncovering the areas teachers feel a lack of
confidence in needed more inquiry. Furthermore,
from the same study and parallel to this were
factors related to working with an ALT which as
mentioned above have been concerns %"

The aim of this research is to investigate two
areas in relation to teaching English in elementary
school: the confidence of the teachers, and factors
related to working with an ALT. Therefore, the

research questions are:



1. What areas did teachers feel a lack of
confidence in teaching English?

2. What teaching approaches were taken when
working with an ALT?

3. What merits and demerits did the teachers

perceive there to be in working with an ALT?

2. Methods

The questionnaire comprised of a total of 29
questions on two sides of A4 paper (see Appendix
1). Closed questions offered answers to select from
and spaces to add in extra information, while
open-ended questions had spaces for teachers to
write in if they wished to provide more information.

The data was collected on 21* July 2018 from
willing voluntary participants who were attending
the Japan Association of English Teaching in
Elementary Schools annual local block seminar
held in Sapporo. The questionnaires were included
in the welcome pack. A locked post box for the
collection of the questionnaires was available for
any willing respondent to submit the completed
guestionnaires. There were two announcements
given on the day about the questionnaire. At the
end of the day, one of the researchers collected the
guestionnaires. In completing the questionnaire, the
participants agreed to the use of data being used
for academic purposes. Participants’ names were
not taken.

In total there were eleven responses to the
questionnaire. After the the
guestionnaire, two researchers entered the data

collection  of
into the Mac statistical analysis software Esumi
Version 2, and prepared it for analysis.

3. Results

Data about background information revealed
that 7 of the participants were from the Sapporo
area, one participant was from the Iburi area and
three were from Sorachi. The majority were female
(8) and the age range was from being in their
twenties (2) to in their fifties (2).
participants who were homeroom teachers was 6.

The number of

Of the eleven respondents, 8 were licenced junior

high school teachers. Also, 5 of the teachers had
studied abroad while 1 had lived overseas.

Eight of the participants stated their level of
English in relation to a public English exam which
spanned from a TOIEC score of 550 points to the
EIKEN level 3. In having attended previous training
sessions 72.7% said they had, and of the sessions
45.4% were organised by the Ministry of Education;
36.4% had attended training internally, and the
remainder had attended educational seminars.

6 of the
participants said they attended meetings out of the

In order to prepare for lessons,
school, 3 said they went to an English conversation
school, and one studied in their school. The answer
to experience in learning how to teach English, 8 of
the respondents replied yes, and of the eight, 5 said
this experience was while they were studying at
university. One respondent said they had got this
experience from the licensing course they took to
become a teacher.

In response to having confidence in teaching
English two respondents said they were confident.
The areas are where the teachers felt a lack of
confidence with the percentage is shown in Table 3
below.

Table 3: Areas the participants are lacking

confidence
Area lacking confidence participant %
Pronunciation 63.6
English ability 54.5
Grammar 36.4
Teaching method 36.4
Communication with the ALT 36.4
Preparation for class 36.4
With the materials 36.4
Communicating with pupils in English 27.3

With regards to working with an ALT, the
guestionnaire asked about the frequency of the
ALTs visits, the teaching approaches with the ALT,
the merits and demerits of working with an ALT,
and if the participant had any hopes or wishes in




regards to working with an ALT. The data are as
follows.

Data detailing the frequency of ALT visits are
shown in Table 4 below. One respondent chose not
to answer this question. In answer to teaching
approaches with the ALT all but one respondent
indicated they only use one teaching approach with
the ALT. The one respondent indicated two
approaches were used: the ALT teaching alone,
and the JT teaching with the ALT. Table 5 below
shows the approaches used.

Table 4: Frequency of ALT visits

Frequency No of participants

8 times annually 1

Once monthly

Twice monthly

Once weekly

NiFR,|B~DN

Twice weekly

Table 5: Teaching approaches with the ALT

Approach Participant numbers
ALT alone 3
Together with the ALT 5
JTE as facilitator 2
ALT as facilitator 1

The merits and demerits of an ALT were collected
as descriptive data. In the merits of having an ALT
four main advantages surfaced which were: the
pupils having the opportunity to hear
pronunciation of the language; contact with a
foreigner or someone from a different culture which

native

provided another merit of the atmosphere this
created, and an increase in the motivation of the
pupils. Other merits of having an ALT were that it
was enjoyable, the pupils became more confident,
and that the ALT had many ideas.

The demerits of having an ALT were varied. In
two cases the participant mentioned they could not
see any demerits. One reason given for this was
because their ALT was ‘first-class’. However, this
was not the case for all of the participants. One
participant mentioned that the ALT changed quite

often. Another participant commented that the
contract the ALT was on imposed restrictions on
the ALT; consequently, time with the ALT was
limited which resulted in not being able to discuss
and plan the class as the JT would have liked. In
another case, it appears the ALT comes for one
class per unit of the textbook and as a result
planning is difficult. Similar concerns were echoed
in the comment, “There’s only fun and it ends. The
next time there seems to be no follow-up and the
result is needing to spend more time on each unit.”
Another point made was that the ALT only played
games with the pupils. The ALT not understanding
the children, and also not being able to get to know
the ALT well were other demerits mentioned.
Lastly, there was one comment about the ALT
Japanese. While
communication difficulties with the ALT, another

and one JT mentioned
said that the more Japanese the ALT can speak,
the more Japanese they use in the classroom.

Four teachers stated no wishes with working with
the ALT while there were a variety of comments
from the remaining 7 participants. Comments
included the desire for the ALT to be a native
speaker, to do more activities together, for the ALT
their
opportunities for attending study groups as well as
more motivation from the ALT.

to share more about culture, more

Therefore, while there are four common merits
stated for having an ALT the demerits are diverse
and the desires more widespread. In discussing
these points, suggestions for consideration will be
offered as a way to improve the various situations.

4. Discussion

In this survey, eleven teachers participated who
were mainly from the Ishikari district in Hokkaido.
The ages of the teachers ranged 20s — 50s. Most of
the participants were female, and about half were
homeroom teachers. Again, about half had been
abroad, and not only had over 70% attended
previous workshops and training session, but about
the same number said they knew how to teach
English. Therefore, with a range in years of
teaching experience and with various situations and



training, the areas participants lack confidence in,
the teaching approaches used, and the merits and
demerits of ALTs are discussed. Finally, the wishes
of the JTs are discussed.

4.1. Areas lacking in confidence

As in Fennelly and Luxton’s study (2011) ™ this
research found teachers lack confidence. The
results show the area of greatest lack of confidence
is in pronunciation. This correlates to the greatest
perceived merit of having an ALT: pronunciation.
Thus, it appears that some of the JTs desire the
ALT to help in areas they most lack confidence in.
General English ability was the second most
perceived lack. However, communication with the
ALT and speaking in English to the pupils in the
classroom were less of a concern. This result does
not align with Fennelly and Luxton’s results™.
Grammar was also seen as less of a concern,
although these last three are still areas teachers
said they are lacking in confidence. Therefore how
‘English ability’ is defined, and how to help reduce
that concern needs further investigation. Perhaps,
as in Fennelly and Luxton’s study English ability is
seen as the ability to communicate in English®?.
4.2. Teaching approaches used

From the results, nine of the eleven teachers used
one approach to teaching with the ALT. One
teacher used two approaches with the ALT, and
one teacher did not answer. Almost half of the
teachers were teaching with the ALT. The variety of
teaching approaches aligns with what the literature
indicates as teachers are left to work out what suits
them®.

In the data a variety of approaches are used but
how the teachers decide on which approach to use,
and the extent to which both parties are happy with
the situation is unclear.

4.3. Merits and demerits with having ALTs

From the data, it is evident that the participants
are actively thinking about their current situation
and a number of demerits are mentioned.

While the JTs desire to want to have better
communication and more time with the ALT
hindrances mentioned by the JTs in this survey

include language barriers and contract restrictions.
A perceived lack of ability to communicate with the
ALT surfaced in Fennelly and Luxton’s study too™

While having an ALT in the classroom is said to
motivate the pupils, increase their confidence, and
create a positive atmosphere it appears in some
cases a balance between having fun and covering
the curriculum is lacking.

The advantage of being able to hear a native
speaker speaking in their own language is reduced
when the ALT speaks more Japanese. Why is the
ALT speaking Japanese and how much
acceptable?

One participant stated the ALT did not understand
A

mentioned in the literature®. It is possible that a

is

children. lack of cultural understanding is

difference in culture including expectations of
classroom behaviour may be a cause.

Some participants said one merit of the ALT was
exposure to a different culture. This aligns with the
objectives of the JET programme mentioned earlier
in this paper®®. This may mean the ALT shares
about their own country or bring realia into the
class.

Clear communication may pave a way to resolve
issues. Thus, this raises the question as to how
ALTs.

Communication is obviously a critical issue which

expectations are communicated to
underpins other issues such as how roles are
decided between the JT and ALT in the classroom?
Comments in the data which indicate frustrations
at a lack of follow-up or lack of progress are
attitude of the

participants however, Butler discusses the issue

indications of a professional

that many ALTs are new to teaching(g) . Thus, to
what extent are both parties working towards a
unified goal?
4.4 Desires and Wishes
The questionnaire investigated if there were any
desires pertaining to their ALT and their situation.
Two participants did not write anything, two more
wrote ‘nothing special’ and the remaining seven
teachers wrote various comments discussed below.
One teacher would like the ALT to do a ‘wrap up’
or review of the study. Another teacher wrote they



would like the ALT to understand the goal of the
class and teach accordingly. These two comments
raise questions as to how 1. the class is planned
and how the execution of the plan is communicated
and understood by both parties, and 2. the degree
of professional understanding in lesson planning
and responsibility along with roles in the classroom.

Roles in the classroom and lesson planning may
also be underlying issues giving rise to a JT
the ALT
pronunciation. These desires might be achieved by,
requested, having more
opportunities for teacher development.

Desires to be able to do activities together with
the ALT and for the ALT to share more about where

wanting to give more input on

as one teacher

they are from and their own culture should be
achievable through direct communication with the
ALT. However, the desire for the ALT to have more
enthusiasm, and to have a native speaker ALT are
possibly indications of different underlying issues.
One JT said they want a ‘native’ English speaker.

As noted some ALTs are not native English
12

speakers™ . How do JTs perceive the roles of such
ALTs? The literature states that the JET
programme aimed to help improve foreign

language education, but it does not specify how
that should be done. Also, how ALTs meet needs
JTs
expectations are being resolved are unclear.

and expectations of and how unmet

5. Conclusion

This investigation was sparked by a conversation
with an elementary school teacher teaching English
from which three questions arose: 1. What areas
did teachers feel a lack of confidence in teaching
English? 2. What teaching approaches were taken
when working with an ALT? 3. What merits and
demerits did the teachers perceive there to be in
working with an ALT?

A preliminary guestionnaire was drawn up, piloted,
and then distributed at the local annual teachers’
seminar in July 2018 where eleven teachers
responded.

The quantitative data were taken and entered into
Esumi version 2, while the descriptive data were

analyzed by theme. The respondents were
attending a day conference which indicated their
The

respondents were in their 20s — 50s and about half

commitment to the teaching profession.

were homeroom teachers and about half had
studied abroad.

The areas in which the teachers felt the greatest
lack of confidence were pronunciation and general
English ability. Merits of having an ALT included the
ALTs providing an opportunity for the pupils to be
exposed to ‘native English’ and another culture.
Demerits were diverse and included the ALT only
doing games, not wrapping up the class, nor
providing continuation in teaching the curriculum.
this preliminary study difficulties
communicating with the ALTs surface which if

From in
resolved may lead to solving other issues. Also,
having more defined roles for the ALT and JT might
reduce hindrances and lead to a more productive
working situation. This is a small study and so
generalizations cannot be made, but
information may be of interest to others in similar

some

situations. Interviews would open the way to gather
deeper, richer data. Certainly, more research is
needed to investigate current concerns of both JTs
and ALTs in order to reduce the demerits of working
together and to create a more effective learning
environment for pupils in elementary schools.
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire
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