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Roadblocks to English Education: Barriers within student life

Rebecca Erwin Fukuzawa *

The May 28" meeting of the Japan-UK Society for Educational Research brought together
scholars and practitioners to address the issue of English teaching in Japan. All of the presentations,
ranging from personal testimonies on teaching and reports on policy implementation to analyses of
innovative English programs and classroom practices, were original and enlightening. The
discussions that followed were likewise informative and thought-provoking.

By the end of the day, one point in particular seemed to re-emerge again and again from a
number of the presentations and discussion. Many of the speakers and participants noted a gap
between the high ideals/goals for English education and the reality of English teaching in the
classroom. The current rhetoric of “global education” reflects and arouses popular enthusiasm for
English. MEXT guidelines for teaching English due to be implemented in 2020 specify these ideals
and goals in great detail. However, classroom teachers experience difficulties in meeting even
current expectations and implementing current policies. Despite the aim of raising student
proficiency levels, raising students’ levels of English remains an elusive goal.

Classroom teachers and program administrators at every level of English education
struggle with this dilemma. Despite our good intentions and best efforts, we seem to run into
roadblocks in our quest to help students acquire English skills. Exploring the barriers to reaching this
goal may be the first step in finding possible solutions. Thus, in this short essay I would like to
expand on some of the points which emerged at the conference. My focus is the barriers within
university students’ daily lives which I have found both in my research on student life and in
informal interactions with students.

In general, university life is a time for students to learn to successfully juggle multiple
demands on their time. Without the constant monitoring of teachers and parents students need to
learn to independently strike a work-life balance between their “work™ of classes and “lives” of
personal relationships and leisure activities. Compared to students in other countries and/or in
previous generations, striking this balance may be difficult due to a number of constraints. First,
students often commute long hours to school or live alone. Second, they spend substantial amounts
of time working at part-time jobs. Third, they have less money to spend than previous generations
which reinforces the need to work longer hours. These activities may impose a significant burden on
the ability of students to pursue academic goals like learning English.

* Professor, Hosei University

The burden of long commutes to school or of living alone seems to be characteristic of

Japanese university students. In contrast, previous generations of students in the US and the UK

lived on campus in dormitories or in housing close to campus. While such traditional students are



now the minority at least in the US, the tradition of residential campus life continues in elite, private
institutions. Students in these universities are free from the need to commute and the demands of
keeping up an apartment. It is time they can devote to studies or leisure. For Japanese students
commuting is the norm. Even students who live away from home may not necessarily live close to
their university. Many find cheaper housing from 30 minutes to an hour away from school and
commute to campus. At one large private university in Tokyo, 70% of students commute to school.
The average one-way commuting time is between 60 and 90 minutes. In short, the average student
spends between two to three hours a day just getting to and from school. Moreover, a full 20% are
commuting two hours or more, or spending a total of over four hours per day in commuting time."

Despite the time burden of commuting, most students prefer to commute than to live alone
away from home. They feel that commuting is easier than the work of cooking and cleaning for
themselves in their own apartment. Students living in dormitories in the U.S. and the U.K. can
depend on meal and cleaning services to considerably lighten the burden of living away from home.
Living alone can also be quite lonely for Japanese college students. Unlike students in the U.S. and
U.K. and in previous generations in Japan who lived in geshuku, less than 1% of today’s students
live in dormitories” where they are surrounded by potential friends and concerned adults. Even if
students would prefer to live alone to enjoy greater freedom, it is considerably more expensive than
commuting, and would impose a much heavier financial burden on students and their parents.

Part-time jobs are also a prominent feature of traditional university student life in Japan.
They absorb much of students’ time and energy. According to the Campus Life Data survey by
Co-op, nationally over 70% of students work part time.* A recent survey at a private university in
Tokyo found that between 80~90% of students at this university work during the school year when
school is in session. The percentage of students working over 20 hours per week is less than 10%,
but over half of all students work between 8 and 15 hours a week while small numbers work only
5-10 hours.” To eliminate commuting time to jobs most students choosing jobs close to campus or to
their home. Others choose work in major entertainment centers like Shinjuku or Tkebukuro which are
on their route home.

While only a small percentage of students finance a major part of their educational
expenses, students often work throughout the school year to contribute to their living expenses. They
also use money from jobs to finance their social lives, hobbies and interests as well as save for major
purchases.3 In the U.S., students traditionally worked during vacations. During the school year they
worked only for a limited number of hours at on-campus jobs. Today, however, more students are
working more hours off-campus, often to pay for living expenses and even tuition. The lifestyle of
US college students is approaching the Japanese norm of considerable hours spent working while
studying.

Combining the time students spend on commuting and part-time jobs adds up to an



average of three to four hours a day of essentially maintenance activities. Compared to the life of
students at elite, private universities in the US and the UK Japanese students “lose” these three to
four hours a day. It is time they could spend on their “work” of studying or “life” of friends and
leisure activities. While students do use commuting time to communicate with friends using instant
messenging services, the scope of their interaction and the activities that they can pursue is limited.

Last, relative lack of money constrains student life and undoubtedly adds to the pressure to
work longer hours. From the 1990°s until quite recently students have been squeezed by having less
spending money than in previous generations. Student income deteriorated by approximately 20%
from a high in the 1990°s until 2012 when income began to tick up again. However, it still has not
reached the levels of the 19907s.° One cause of this drop was the decrease in money sent by parents
to students living away from home. Until the late 1990’s, 65% of parents sent over 100,000 yen per
month to their children who were enrolled as university students. The percentage of parents sending
that amount started dropping by the early 2000’s to a low of just under 30% in 2011, after which
point it started to increase slightly again. Likewise, the percentage of parents sending no money to
their college students rose from 2.0% in 1995 to over 10% in 2010 before dropping to 8% in 2013.
In 1990, money from parents made up over 70% of students income, while in 2013 the percentage
was less than 60%.’

Much of this shortfall has been covered by an increase in student loans, but also by an
increase in part-timework, particularly for students living away from home. Student loans as a
percentage of expenses increased from 8.5% in 1995 to nearly 20% in 2013. Part-time work
increased from covering 17% to nearly 20% of expenses during the same time period.8 While the
increase in the percentage of expenses students cover with their own work is small, in terms of
working hours it may represent quite a bit more time. The increase in the amount of living expenses
students pay for undoubtedly influences students to commute as well as increase their working
hours.

With less money and multiple demands on their time, students cut corners to maintain
satisfactory social lives that include time with friends and activities of their choice. One way in
which they economize on time is to use class time for other activities. For many students, large,
lecture classes provide opportunities to communicate with friends on cell phones, do assignments for
other classes, play games or watch movies, and even catch up on sleep. An observational study of a
large lecture class done by my seminar students illustrates how students attempt to create a less
pressured work-life balance for themselves.

This preliminary study was based on one 90-minute class period where the students taking
the class were attending a lecture course in their major. The observers sat in various locations in the
classroom and coded what students around them were doing at 10 minute intervals. Of these over

280 observations, the largest percentage of time was spent actively listening to the lecture and taking



notes. However, active listening and note-taking was less than half of all class time. Women spent a
little over 45% of their time listening and taking notes while men spent just over 35%. The second
highest category of time use was smartphone use. Men were using their smartphones 34% of the
time while women used them a little less than 20% of the time. Women made up for their lower rates
of phone use by spending 12% of their time on their computers and over 17% of their time talking to
their friends around them in the same class. Men spent just less than 5% of their time talking to
friends and less than 3% on their computers, but they tended to sleep more (12%) and be doing
assignments for other classes (nearly 9%). In contrast, none of the women in this class were sleeping
and less than 3% were doing assignments for other classes. In total, this breakdown shows the extent
to which other activities were cannibalizing class time.

It is quite possible that previous generations of students as well as students in other
countries were and are no more attentive in class than the students in the class observed above.
Moreover, it may not be cell phones per se that are the reason time-on-task is so low. Undoubtedly,
there are multiple reasons for the low rates of attention to the lecture. However, it is clear that
students are appropriating time from classes to rebalance their lifestyle toward a more personally
satisfying equilibrium. Time for doing what they need to and want to do is scarce. They multitask in
order to fit classes, commuting, jobs and their social lives into 24 hours a day. By the standards of
the business world they will enter after graduation, students’ lives may not be busy. Yet they often
feel busy and harried as they learn to balance the demands of school, work, maintenance activities
and leisure. In addition, compared to the most privileged students in the UK and the US, they do
spend much more time on the mechanics of daily life, working at part-time jobs and commuting.

Recognizing students’ perspective on their lives may be the first step in designing more
effective English language education. Language learning is particularly time-consuming. Students
must invest not only class time, but also non-class time in foreign language learning in order to
improve their skills. However, if students feel, perhaps rightly, that they are already burdened,
merely increasing the amount and type of instruction may not be effective even if it is
highly-motivating. New approaches that take into consideration the current demands on their time
may be necessary to encourage students to invest the necessary time in learning English that will

allow them to reach higher levels.
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Abstracts

ABSTRACTS (Preface)
In Charge of Chairperson
--Comments on the Annual Assembly--
Yasuda Chuji *
The 2017 annual assembly of the Japan-UK Society for Educational Research was held at the
Room 1253, the Senate House of the Meiji Gakuin University. At the beginning, Chairperson of the
Society, Professor Mochizuki Shigenobu gave welcome speech to the audience. Then Dr Tusuruta
Yoko proposed to elect the chair of the General Assembly and I was nominated the chair.
The agenda for the meeting was set by Professor Emeritus, Dr Suzuki Shin’ichi (Waseda

University), Secretary-General of the Society. Dr Suzuki was absent, however, because of ill health.
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Professor Mochizuki took the part of him and managed very well in explaining the items of agenda
and replying to some questions raised by the members. All the items were approved unanimously.
The Details of items put forward for the general assembly are set down as appendix in this
Newsletter No.8. It should be worthwhile for the absentees from the meeting to review them.
[lustrating one or two important decisions, [ would refer to (1) new membership fee which has been
altered from 3,000 yen to 5,000 a year and (2) enlarged programme of publishing by the Society,
which embrace Occasional Paper, Monograph, Wall-paper (to be randomly published and circulated
among members) in addition to Forum and Newsletter.

I would like to express my gratitude as the chair to Professor Mochizuki who helped me in
managing skillfully the Assembly-meeting and to Professor Suzuki who had served us all the
members in running our Society as a whole.

*k Advanced Institute of Teacher Education, Waseda University

ABSTRACTS
(papers presented at the Annual Conference held at Meijigakuin University on 28" May 2017)

Current Status and Issue
—regarding the English education of Japan—
Haruo Kimura*

On May 28, 2017, I presented a report entitled " Current status and issues regarding English
education of Japan." In our country today, reform of English education reform goes is progressing.
I reported about the gap between the ideals of the reforms and the actual situation covering five
points.

(DThe aims for English education in the future have come to be understood widely. @
However, the kinds of learning and the instruction which can realize these ideals have not spread.
Students still mainly study grammar and have few opportunities to express their own thoughts by
themselves. (3 English teachers have identified problems in 1) student's English ability and
motivation, 2) heavy workloads, 3) the need to teach to the entrance examinations, and 4) the limits
of their own English abilities. They are in the situation where it is difficult to realize the ideals of the
reforms. @Students and teachers do not have "a strong image of themselves using English in the
future." (®There are a lot of structural problems such as the organization of the teaching profession
and teacher education and training. All of these reasons show that the problems in English education
are not the personal responsibility of students and teachers.

Based on this report, I would like to deepen my research at this conference's English
Education Research Committee.

*Vice President, Benesse Educational Research and Development Institute
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A Consideration of Problems of English Education
--Importance of communication —
Kamijo Masako*

In this research presentation, the author first provides a simple summary of the information
necessary in order to understand the position of the English language in Japan within the educational
environment. Next, an examination was conducted on the author's EFL(English as a foreign
language) practices at the affiliated University. It showed that giving“the leading rule to
communication” is effective for teaching English. The presentation focused on the following points
which are; 1. English is recognized as the most commonly used language for communication in the
world and as the most important global language. English is studied as a foreign language in Japan,
meaning that it is not necessary for living in Japan. 2. The main problems of English education
found by the author were as follows. English is not a vital language in Japan, thus there is a lack of
basic skills of English. Moreover, despite the long linguistic distance between Japanese and English
there is a lack of English teaching hours to meet educational goals. 3. English is a tool to convey
information, and should be well balanced against more instruction in non-verbal communication,
English teaching and learning in practice can improve. This paper concludes with recommending
that EFL students should be given the opportunity to develop their own study goals whether they are
big or small. At the same time, we educationists should provide an environment where English is
used as communicational tool in EFL classrooms.(224)

*Professor Emeritus, Kanagawa University

The Internationalisation of Education and English Medium Instruction

Yoko Tsuruta*

As a driving force of the internationalisation of education in Japan, English language
education has been a primary agenda for the government, industry, and academia. In line with this,
there has been an increasing emphasis on the practical use of English (including speaking and
writing skills), as well as on what constitutes effective communication skills.  This has been
reflected, for example, in the recently published Courses of Study, the national curriculum and
teaching guidelines presented by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology, and a framework of common university entrance examinations to be introduced in
2020. There has also been a rise in the number of courses and programmes taught in English at
Japanese universities. It should be noted, however, that it has often been reported that both students

and teachers in junior and senior high schools have not met the expected levels of proficiency in
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English and there has been controversy over the use of English as a medium of instruction at
universities.

The focus of my presentation, therefore, is to invite discussion over the pros and cons of
English education in Japan, in particular English-medium instruction, by providing some basic
theories and analytical frameworks and by introducing my own classroom practices and
experiences. Some of the findings from my preliminary study are also presented, which will be
incorporated into the analysis of my on-going research on the subject.

* Adjunct Lecturer, Meiji Gakuin University

Reforming English Language Teaching at Japanese Universities
--Challenges posed by a New ESP Education--
Hiraoka Mari*

Recently, a growing number of universities are forced to offer ‘remedial’ courses for
their students who lack basic knowledge and academic skills of English enough to follow
university level education. At the same time, due to the globalization of economy,
Japanese universities are increasingly expected to raise their students’ competency in
English not only to the communicable level, but also up to a certain proficiency in
English for them to be able to conduct professional communication: they have to be
quick and precise in communicating. In other words, there is a great gap between the
English levels of students on entering university and that of new graduates which the
society expects for them to attain through university education.

Under these circumstances, the concept of ESP (English for Specific Purposes) is
thought to be useful, as it regards research into the kind of English used in students’
specialization as the first priority. However, problems arise in terms of who conducts
such research, and subsequently teaching. Most university English teachers do not
belong to their students’ future professional group, which means they are not familiar
with the kind of English their students need to acquire. Furthermore, the faculty
usually includes a large number of part-time lecturers, who neither belong to their
students’ field nor can afford the time to learn the knowledge irrelevant to their own.
Therefore, however well an ESP course is planned, the implementation would not be
satisfactory unless the faculty is fully ready for it. [246]

*k Shibaura University of Technology, Temporal Lecturer
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