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Towards a Bilingual Japan

I. English in Japanese schools

English education in Japan serves two masters:
(1) educational institutions that use tests of
academic English for admissions tests, and (2) the
Ministry of Education, which hopes to nurture
educated “Japanese who can speak English.”
English education in Japan serves the first master
well, but the second not so well.

1. If driving schools followed the design of
English curriculum, they would teach students
entirely within the walls of the driving schools.
They would study how cars work, including
principles of internal combustion engines, valves
and carburetors; the mechanics of drive trains,
steering mechanisms, gears, braking, etc. Close
attention would be paid to rules of the road. Testing
would be frequent and severe, but no graduate
could actually drive a car, much less drive skillfully
and safely.

2. Learning about English is not enough. We
have developed the bad habit of teaching English as
a set of facts to be memorized. This situation arose
not because of a dark conspiracy to deny students
access to a foreign language, but instead from the
well-meaning desire to rationalize and organize the
presentation of knowledge.

3. Actual use of English is essential to learning to
use it. Just like learning to drive a car, the student
must turn all the necessary actions into habits, so
that he or she is free to concentrate on where he or
she is, and is going. That is, the student must feel
free to concentrate on meaning, which includes
appropriate actions in situations.

4. Can Japanese teachers teach students to think
in English? Yes, of course they can. In order to do

this, Japanese teachers need to overcome the fear of
making mistakes. That fear is the greatest epidemic
disease that affects both students and teachers.
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I1. Theoretical grounds for a new approach to
teaching.

1. Neurology. MRI scans and other brain-scanning
techniques that were not available 20 years ago,
have taught us a lot about how the brain does
language.

2. Not grammar but neural network patterns
produce regularities in languages. Patterns are
recognizable, but are never exactly the same twice.

3. Both left and right brain hemispheres process
language, as Jill Bolte Taylor said. The left
hemisphere focuses on words and acceptable
patterns. But we need the right hemisphere to
understand situations, tones of voice and nuances.

I11. English in elementary schools will have a
beneficial effect on the whole English education
system from top to bottom. Some guidelines:

1. Have fun exploring the new world of English.

2. Don’t teach reading until students already know
the words they are learning to read.

3. Three “don’ts.” Don’t test, Don’t introduce
writing until students ask for it, Don’t worry about
mistakes.

IV. Personal strategies for learning English (or
any language).

1. Overcome the “no pain, no gain” mentality.
Use materials that are too easy, but lots of them.

2. Find ways of having dialogues in English, even
dialogues with yourself.

3. Passive activities. Do easy Extensive Reading,
watch movies many times.
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