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Q#1 (Japanese teachers who cannot speak
English)

The underlying assumption seems to be
that it would be embarrassing and even
humiliating for Japanese teachers to reveal
their imperfect English. Both teachers and
students in Japan are quick to blame
teachers for imperfections. I agree that in
most secondary school courses the
(Confucian) assumption is that the teacher
is responsible for knowing and for
informing the students.

But a language is different. Speaking a
language is mostly skill, not knowledge. It
is like high-jumping. If a student is
learning to high-jump he does not demand
that the coach be able to high-jump in a
superior fashion; instead the job of the
coach is to help the student develop his
individual skill. So it is with language. The
teacher should be expected to follow the
student's progress carefully, and to present
a course of training that will cause the

student to improve.

Embarrassment about imperfection is
natural and automatic when one speaks a
second language. Not only teachers but
also students and parents need to be made
to understand that no teacher can be a
perfect role model. Instead all together
must work for improvement in a spirit of

tolerance and discovery.

I recognize that it is extremely difficult for
teachers to swallow their pride and admit
to imperfection. Nevertheless, this is a
necessary first step to getting students, like
high-jumpers, to face the embarrassment of

trying and frequently failing.
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(Q2a. What is the difference
between learning English as a
foreign language or learning it as
a second language in an
English-speaking country (EFL
vs. ESL)? Q2b. Is it necessary to
go abroad to learn English well?

I often see the ESL-EFL
dichotomy used as an excuse to
explain why Japanese people
can't learn English in Japan. If it
were really true that Japanese
people need to go abroad in
order to learn English, Japan
would be unique among all
countries in that respect. Of

course it is not true.

Probably the underlying thought
has to do with motivation. If you
have very low motivation to
learn English, maybe it is best to
go abroad where you will be
forced to speak it. But for people
who are determined to learn,
going abroad is irrelevant. It is
like trying to lose weight. If you
are lazy, maybe you will pay to
join a weight-losing course, or
even go away to a spa where
they will steam you and massage
you and you can try to lose
weight passively. But if you are
determined to lose weight you
can control your own program of
diet and exercise, and succeed

quite nicely.
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Many of the best Japanese speakers of
English have never been abroad.

They have studied in Japan and
successfully mastered the language in
Japan. Typically they have

benefited very little from formal English
lessons in schools; instead each person has
found activities which he or she enjoys and
can continue for a long time. Some people
listen to the Armed Forces Network on
radio. Some people place themselves in
positions where they must speak English
(such as working at information desks
where foreigners frequently come). Some
people study movies intensely (I know one
woman who watched the movie "Shrek" 30
times, until she could say each actor's
speech in his or her voice. At that point she
was fluent in English). Some people
discipline themselves to practice speaking
under their breath. The key point is not to
expect that school learning by itself will do
you much good.

It's a matter of motivation, not location. If
you don't really want to learn English (or
lose weight) you probably won't. If you
really want to do it, you'll find a way that
suits you. Not living in a foreign country is a
handy excuse, not a real barrier.

I hope these thoughts are helpful.
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Q3 What should we teaching in
elementary schools? Many teachers
worry that only offering fun time is not
enough because in junior high school, as
you well know, grammar, reading and
writing become the dominate subjects to

learn.

Answer: My answer to the original
question, then (What should we be
teaching in elementary schools?) is that
“fun time” will be OK at first for both
teachers and students, but that students
will begin to demand more. They will
sense that they have power to convey
their thoughts in this new language, and
their questions to teachers should be
interpreted by teachers as clues to what
the students are motivated to learn — a
very happy state of affairs. For example,
students will probably ask how you say
some things in English (like subway and
hamburger, perhaps). They will ask
what you say in particular situations.
Eventually, too, they will ask how they
can write English (first, perhaps, to
write their names and to label pictures,
then to write notes to their parents, and
finally to keep a book of their English
activities.) With respect to writing, it is
often difficult for teachers to avoid
teaching more than the students ask.
The best policy i1s to answer their
questions simply; then more questions
will come, and motivation will continue
to be high. The worst policy is to jump in
and teach the alphabet song and

phonics.
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