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ABSTRACT 

 

Beginning in April 2020, the Japanese government continued its English 

education language policy reform by introducing foreign language instruction as an 

academic subject for Grade 5 and Grade 6 students. The purpose of this study was to 

investigate how stakeholders across the education system have contended with policy 

creation, policy interpretation, and policy appropriation in public elementary school 

classrooms. Using a conceptual framework of ethnography of language policy and open 

systems theory, this multiple case study was designed to investigate policy as text, 

policy as discourse, and policy as classroom practice.  

In order to achieve these aims I used qualitative methods of data collection that 

included content analysis of policy documents, and interviews with national 

policymakers, educational authorities from local Boards of Education, school principals, 

and classroom teachers. In addition, observations of English lessons at three public 

elementary schools within the same prefecture were analyzed to understand how the 

schools approached policy implementation and how close did the teachers’ 

appropriation of EFL lessons correspond with the goals of the 2020 Course of Study.  

The 2020 Elementary School Course of Study established English as an academic 

subject for students in Grades 5 and 6. An analysis of the policy documents revealed 

positive changes in the realignment of the purpose and aims of education from 

elementary school through high school. In addition, the 2020 Course of Study 

introduces an updated assessment framework for teaching and learning across all 
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subjects for elementary school, junior high school and high school. However, how 

English is conceptualized and integrated into the national curriculum appears in places 

not to match some of the new aims of the 2020 Course of Study and uses ambivalent 

terms, such as language activities with little guidance for teachers on how to teach 

English. 

The interviews with participants provided insights from various stakeholders on 

their beliefs and experiences towards educational language policy creation, 

transmission, and implementation. A total of 72 interviews were conducted for this 

study. National-level policymakers and advisors spoke of the politics during policy 

formulation. In addition, discursive struggles between conservative and progress views 

of education and foreign language education also influenced policymakers’ objectives. 

A discourse of expertise, which restricted agency and voice for certain participants, also 

emerged from the interview data. All of these points and others created a situation 

where policy implementation took on a form of bricolage.  

During the 17 months of field work at the three participating schools, 58 lessons 

were observed, recorded, and analyzed. The findings from the classroom observations 

revealed that each school’s approach to implementing English as a subject in Grades 5 

and 6 changed each year. Teachers had difficulties navigating shifting discourses 

towards English lessons, along with understanding new and ambiguous terminology 

towards teaching practices and assessment. The findings showed that teachers were 

generally meeting the goals of the 2020 English Course of Study; however, the teaching 

of reading and listening were problematic for many teachers.  
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The discussion section comprises implications for future policy creation and 

implementation, classroom pedagogy, and the theoretical implications. The intended 

audience for this investigation includes stakeholders interested in applied linguistics, 

language policy and planning, comparative education, and Japanese studies. This study 

contributes to the research on educational language policy and our understanding that 

policy is more than declaring and seeking particular outcomes, but a consistently 

evolving process with conflicting discourses and ideologies. This study adds to our 

understanding how the structure of Japan’s education system and the social organization 

of the schools can enable and inhibit certain stakeholders positioned across the 

education system. Lastly, this study contributes to our understanding of what it means 

to be an English teacher in Japan’s public elementary school schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This investigation was a multiple case study on the implementation of English 

education into three public elementary schools in a single prefecture in Japan. It was an 

attempt to understand the processes involved in how foreign language policy has been 

created at the national level, transmitted to the local levels via the regional and local 

Boards of Education, then finally appropriated in classrooms by teachers. In this study I 

analyzed the 2020 elementary school Course of Study for foreign languages and other 

relevant policy documents. I also conducted interviews with stakeholders and observed 

teachers’ lessons in order to better understand the processes involved in the 

implementation of the English language policy that has established English as a new 

academic subject in Grades 5 and 6 in Japan’s public elementary school system. The 

participants’ experiences, perspectives, challenges, and struggles provided insight into 

the dynamic and complex process of language policy implementation that is normally 

not witnessed from the outside, but only from within. 

 

Motivation of the Study 

Two events motivated me to begin this inquiry. My interest in educational 

language policy (ELP) was triggered when I was given the privilege to assist Japan’s 

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) in 

contributing to the curriculum design and creation of course textbooks in the inaugural 
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Course of Study for elementary school English. One day in 2008 another teacher and I 

were in a MEXT office revising the final draft of the first-ever elementary school 

English Course of Study.1 Suddenly there was a knock at the door. A MEXT official 

entered the room, sat down, and began speaking with the other teacher who had written 

an explanation about a part of the new Course of Study. The MEXT official was asking 

her to revise it. The teacher stated that she thought that she had clearly explained the 

points of the policy so that supervisors at the Boards of Education, school officials, and 

teachers would understand. I was surprised when I heard the MEXT official say the 

problem was that the explanation was too precise. The official explained that the policy 

should not be spelled out too clearly because that would provide reasons for people to 

argue against it; therefore, MEXT wanted the wording changed. The revised 

explanation needed to be ambiguous and open to interpretation. I sat quietly in shock as 

I listened to the MEXT official explain that this new language policy needed to be 

written more vaguely. The reasoning, to me, appeared counterproductive. How are 

elementary school teachers supposed to understand the contents and implement a new 

English language policy that is intentionally unclear? This moment is when I began to 

realize that policy implementation was more than just creating a document and that this 

new EFL policy was an extremely sensitive issue. There were apparently many political 

concerns, not just pedagogical issues, that MEXT officials were taking into  

_______________________________________ 

1 In Japan, the contents of lessons and classroom activities of each subject is periodically reviewed and 
described in an official document called the Course of Study, or Gakushu Shido Yoryo (Azuma, 2002). In 
2008, the Course of Study for English for 2011 was being drafted. It was the first time that English was 
introduced into the fifth- and sixth-grade elementary school curriculum. 
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consideration. That conversation was a catalyst for my interest in researching language 

policy and planning in education. 

The second motivating factor came eight years later. When I was completing my 

doctoral coursework in 2016, MEXT announced that it was reforming the elementary 

school English Course of Study. Up to that time, public elementary schools had been 

required to include foreign language activities once a week for fifth- and sixth-grade 

students. The goal of these English activities was to expose students to basic words and 

expressions through fun communicative language games and activities with an 

emphasis on developing listening and speaking skills. Reading and writing were not 

taught, and students were not assessed on their English language proficiency. However, 

the situation was about to change. 

The first change was that from April 2020 those once-a-week foreign language 

activities would commence from Grade 3. The other revision was that Grade 5 and 6 

students would study English twice a week and that it would be taught as an academic 

subject. This change meant that there would be some form of student assessment. 

Moreover, students would have to learn the four language skills; thus, teachers would 

have to teach reading and writing, which up to then had not been included in the 

curriculum. These reforms would double the length of English study from two years to 

four years and triple instruction time from 70 hours to 210 hours. The number of public 

elementary teachers required to teach English would also double. 

The changes in this latest policy raised two concerns relevant to this study. The 

first was preparedness. Simply, were public elementary schools and their teachers ready 
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to take on the challenges of teaching English communication classes? Despite the fact 

that English activities have been used in public elementary schools across the nation, 

elementary school teachers have received minimal or no training on how to teach 

foreign languages. Because the responsibility for in-service professional development 

falls on local Boards of Education, two questions were: (a) how prepared are the Boards 

of Education for this development, and (b) how would they assist the schools and 

teachers? Based on my personal experience of training teachers over the past 18 years, 

many elementary school teachers lack confidence in their English proficiency. 

Moreover, per the new Course of Study, Grade 5 and 6 teachers are not only expected to 

teach all four language skills, but they are also expected to assess student progress. 

Given that teachers have yet to be sufficiently trained to carry out the revised Course of 

Study, the question arises as to whether the 2020 policy shift would yield the 

anticipated results of improving students’ English proficiency. 

A related concern was how the policy would be interpreted at the regional and 

school level. Did the local Boards of Education interpret and recontextualize a national 

policy for their local areas by providing similar support for schools, or not? This middle 

stage of the process of policy implementation was an area that required more 

investigation. Moreover, does the policy provide clear instructions and achievable goals 

for schools and teachers or does it only provide vague guidelines allowing for flexibility 

among communities, schools, and classroom teachers? In other words, can the new 

policy be implemented similarly across all area schools? Furthermore, are 

administrators, teachers, and parents more concerned about traditional literacy skills, 
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such as Japanese and math, and not be willing to completely follow MEXT directives 

regarding foreign languages? Are they tempted to cut corners; for example, designating 

class time intended for English to other subjects they believe are more important at the 

primary level or be tempted to interpret the policy too literally to compensate for 

undertrained teachers. It would be naïve to assume that all elementary school teachers 

are comfortable teaching English as a foreign language. How do the participating 

teachers’ view their role in policy implementation and their ability, both linguistically 

and pedagogically, to meet the goals and aims of the policy? Understanding these issues 

and how they possibly affect EFL policy implementation and classroom practices are 

legitimate educational issues that need to be examined. 

Despite these concerns, this policy implementation also offers numerous 

opportunities. First, more students receive English education at an earlier age, which is 

considered important in our globalized society (e.g., Enever, 2018; Pinter, 2017). 

Closely related to this notion is the idea of international education that promotes more 

awareness about other countries and cultures; not only learning about other countries, 

but also the diversity within Japan. This educational approach can foster a willingness 

to communicate (e.g., Butler, 2005; Carreira, 2011), create a more openminded posture 

toward international understanding (e.g., Butler & Iino, 2005; Kobayashi, 2013), and a 

greater understanding of Japanese identity among elementary school students (e.g., 

Esaki & Shintani, 2010). The new policy has also brought Japan closer to what its 

neighbors in China and Korea have been doing in terms of EFL education. This policy 

changes English from a minor linguistic commodity into a major commodity because 
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the policy lowers the starting age English to Grade 3, makes it an academic subject in 

Grades 5 and 6, and seeks improvements on national TOEFL and TOEIC scores. This 

change has been motivated by the national government wanting to align the country 

with international organizations (e.g., OECD, IMF, and World Bank) that represent 

what many regard as representative of high standards in politics, economics, and 

education. Lastly, the implementation of elementary school English could possibly be a 

catalyst for further revision of English education in Japan. All these concerns and 

opportunities presented to me an occasion in time to observe and learn how local 

contingencies affect the implementation of this new elementary school English policy. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework I use for this multiple case study combines 

ethnography of language policy with open systems theory. Ethnography of language 

policy uses language policy texts and discourses as units of analysis and studies the 

processes involved (Johnson, 2009a; Johnson & Ricento, 2013; McCarty, 2011). Within 

the framework of ethnography of language policy, I can conceptualize policy not only 

as text documents, but also as discourse. Discourse is how people use language to 

express, create, reproduce, and explain the complexity and richness of perceived social 

positions, relations, and identities (Blommaert, 2005; Fairclough, 2010, 2015; Gee, 

2011). This is how I define discourse in this study. Therefore, discourse can refer to 

both written language, such as policy documents, and spoken language, such as 

discussions between stakeholders about a policy. 
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Policy is also a process. The processes involved in English language policy 

implementation are controlled and influenced by the structure of the education system. 

Thus, the second component of the conceptual framework is open systems theory 

(Hatch, 2013; Luhmann, 2002/2013; Ritzer, 2011), which conceptualizes the education 

system as being diverse, driven by specific goals and aims, and open to environmental 

changes. This process of policy implementation entails policy creation at the macro 

national level, interpretation at the meso regional level, and appropriation by teachers at 

the micro classroom level. An open systems theory model allowed me to perceive these 

levels as a diverse network within the hierarchal structure of the education system. The 

combined framework of ethnography of language policy with open systems theory 

enabled me to examine policy as text, policy as discourse, and policy as practice in 

classrooms. 

In the next section, I introduce three important themes that help give perspective 

to how and why English has been introduced into Japan’s public elementary school 

system. Those three issues are: the influences of neoliberal ideologies with 

globalization, domestic educational reforms, and beliefs about how English as a foreign 

language should be taught. These themes are not unique to Japan and are pervasive in 

other countries and contexts (e.g., Akinnaso, 1991; Al-Nouh et al., 2014; Coelho & 

Henze, 2014; Kamwangamalu, 1997). Though I present these three issues separately, I 

view them as interrelated and influencing each other. 
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Background of the Study 

The history of English education in Japanese elementary schools is relatively 

short. It began in the early 1990s and was first introduced in conjunction with a nation-

wide move toward internationalization. However, over the years it has been influenced 

by both international and domestic developments; therefore, policy implementation 

needs to be situated in a broader political economy and sociocultural framework and not 

just analyzed through the lens of applied linguistics. To help contextualize this study, in 

this section I detail certain macro-level changes in Japanese society and education. 

These changes include the rise of globalization and how it has transformed discourse 

from international education to globalization and ushered in neoliberal ideologies to 

Japan’s education system; domestic policy reactions and the political-economic 

discourses of educational reform in Japan; and shifting perceptions about the nature of 

English and how it should be taught in Japanese classrooms. I begin by introducing the 

discourse on global education and education reform in Japan before turning to the 

background of elementary school EFL education in Japan from 1990 to 2018. I then 

summarize the major policy changes that have occurred during that time. Following this 

description, I turn to the research on how the policy changes have been enacted at the 

local level with the aim of identifying the gaps addressed by this study. 

 

Globalization and Neoliberalism 

Globalization has had a profound impact on the marketplace and educational 

systems around the world. In this study, I define globalization not as an object that 
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influences, but as a framework in which policy, policy formulation, and policy 

ideologies and discourses are set (Ball, 2017). Within discourses of globalization, a 

nation’s education system has become “first and foremost for making countries 

economically competitive and modern” (Daun, 2015, p. 33). The globalization of 

schooling is a trend that no longer frames educational problems and solutions solely at 

the national level, but rather addresses national problems within a global framework 

with global solutions (Ampuja, 2015; Baker & LeTendre, 2005). This new perspective 

on education was brought about by the unprecedented increase in information on 

education from international and comparative studies, and through the work of 

international organizations such as the UNESCO, the World Bank, and the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OCED) (Baker, 2014; Block, Gray, & 

Holborow, 2012). For example, the results of international tests such as the Programme 

for International Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 

(TIMSS), and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Skills (PIRLS) are now 

perceived by many nations, including Japan, as an evaluation of national education 

systems. Studies comparing educational outcomes have created a new phenomenon that 

Baker and LeTendre (2005) called the “global state of education” (p. 4). 

Within this framework of globalization is the ideology of neoliberalism. In this 

study I define neoliberalism as a theory of political economic practice where individual 

and social well-being is advanced through liberating individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms by means of free markets and free trade (Harvey, 2007). Neoliberal theory 

calls for a smaller role of the state in social governance. It assumes that social 
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organizations can be managed, like companies, on the principles of a free-market 

economy where people are driven by the desire to maximize their own utility (Daun, 

2015). This diminished role of the nation-state in education has allowed nongovernment 

agencies greater influence on education policy, contents of curriculum, and assessment 

of educational outcomes, as mentioned above. This reconceptualization of public 

education constitutes an ideological move away from the humanistic ideal of improving 

individuals’ lives through education, to improving the country’s competitiveness 

through human development in producing highly skilled, innovative, and productive 

workers. In Japan, neoliberal ideologies and discourses of competitiveness have had a 

negative impact in the workplace and fed anti-foreign and nationalist movements 

(Kubota, 2016; Kubota & Takeda, 2021; Okano, 2018; Takayama & Sung, 2014). 

Advancements of neoliberal ideologies and discourse are incrementally altering 

core educational principles and introducing new concepts into Japan’s education 

system. An increase in the adoption of education policies, especially from Europe and 

America, has introduced new ideas such as school choice, teacher accountability, and 

less government involvement in public education (e.g., Rappleye, Imoto, & Horiguchi, 

2011; Takayama, 2007). Through gradual policy changes, there has been a systemic 

transformation in meaning of core educational principles that now have neoliberal 

connotations. This change has been achieved explicitly by actions, such as amending 

the Fundamental Law of Education and replacing the cornerstone of education for world 

peace, democracy, and equality with education for national interests, competition, and 

differences in abilities; and implicitly by redefining vague terms such as kosei 
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(individuality), yutori (low pressure), and kokoro (hearts and minds) with neoliberal 

ideologies and neoconservative meanings (e.g., Sato, 2011; Takayama, 2008, 2009). 

The commodification of human development, global jinzai (人材) which can be 

translated into global human capital, in education is big business with the Japanese 

government helping drive policy (Kubota & Takeda, 2021; Nitta, 2019). There has also 

been an escalation of standardized academic assessments, all with the idea of making 

Japan’s education system more efficient for national interests (Takayama, 2010; 

Takayama & Lingard, 2018). Globalization is changing the role of the nation-state in 

economics, politics, education, and culture, which all influence geopolitical and 

sociopolitical ideologies, and thus language and language education (Ricento, 2006). 

These are just a few examples of how neoliberal discourse is changing the institutional 

structure of the school system. 

Neoliberal discourses have commodified the English language. The 

commodification of foreign language education means that it is learnt only for the 

economic profit it can bring to the marketplace in exchange for obtaining a good job, 

either real or symbolically (Bourdieu, 1992). The language is stripped of all cultural 

aspects and represented as a communication tool for students going abroad to study, or 

as a means for globally competitive universities to attract foreign students and workers 

(Kobayashi, 2013). Neoliberal discourses also argue that current educational problems 

of performance can be solved by providing interventions earlier (Holborow, 2015; 

Ricento, 2000, 2018). In terms of foreign language acquisition, this rationale has led 

policymakers in many countries to believe that earlier is better and has lowered the 
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starting age of English education to the primary school level (e.g., Kirkpatrick & 

Sussex, 2012; Spolsky & Moon, 2012). Though Japan was a “late adaptor” (Steiner-

Khamsi, 2006), compared to neighboring countries, such as China and Korea, Japan 

decided to introduce English as an academic subject in the public elementary school 

system in 2020. Two questions then arise from this development regarding foreign 

language education. One is whether starting to learn a foreign language at a younger age 

is better than starting at a later age in the EFL context? Two, does the lowering of the 

starting age simply mean sliding the methodology used, in this case the junior high 

school curriculum, into the elementary school system or can MEXT create a new 

method of delivering EFL lessons appropriate to the needs of these young learners? 

The discourse on globalization has linked foreign language education to 

sustained economic progress and development. This idea has been promoted by 

selective borrowing of policies from other countries or international organizations, such 

as the OECD (Takayama, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010). Countries are now promoting 

bilingualism by planning language acquisition of a foreign language for socioeconomic 

and sociopolitical reasons. This new discourse of globalization for sustained 

development is counter to the long-held belief and challenges the older established 

discourse and ideological assumptions about the monolingual nation-state (one-

language-one-nation) and that monolingualism and cultural homogeneity are 

prerequisites for socioeconomic development and success (Ricento, 2006, p. 14). 

Learning, acquiring, and using multiple languages is now seen as a sustainable resource 
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and not a problem. However, this change requires a new ideology and a new discourse 

for it to be accepted by all stakeholders. 

 

Domestic Policy Reactions and Discourses on Educational Reform 

A second factor that has influenced policy implementation of elementary school 

English has been the fluctuations in domestic political-economic discourses around 

education reform and national policy reactions to globalization. From 2005 the 

discourses of educational reform in Japan have been framed by globalization, but these 

discourses have long been fought between progressive and conservative ideologies to 

seek improvements in the education system (e.g., Aspinall, 2011; Seargeant, 2008; 

2011; Takayama, 2007; 2013). Fundamental questions on the purpose and nature of 

education, such as the purpose of entrance examinations, yutori kyoiku (relaxed 

education), public and private schooling, the role of teachers and their work, the role of 

cram schools, and the purposes of English education are all continuously contested 

issues in Japan (e.g., Sato, 2011; Tsuneyoshi, 2011; Willis & Rappleye, 2011b). These 

issues come from a long-contested debate in Japan between progressive and traditional 

views of education. 

Lastly, any modifications made to the national curriculum, such as adding a new 

subject of foreign language education, means that a society views the knowledge, skills, 

and competencies that are to be gained by this inclusion, to be important for future 

success. In Japan, the Course of Study, or Gakushu Shido Yoryo, is the official national 

curricula for each subject and classroom activities for elementary school, junior high 
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school, and high school (Azuma, 2002). Because every Course of Study is revised every 

10 years, the curriculum is constantly evolving and is a site of conflict. New ideas are 

introduced and what is perceived to be inadequate or unnecessary are deemphasized or 

removed entirely. Not only new educational principles and approaches, but also 

traditional views of education can be enhanced and accentuated within the same policy. 

This positioning of ideologies means that the Course of Study documents and the 

curriculum are sites of conflict regarding subject content and practice. Therefore, the 

continuous battle between conservative and progressive discourses of education can be 

viewed as a form of the curriculum debate (e.g., Elgstöm & Hellstenius, 2011; Moore, 

2000; Rasmussen et al., 2021; Tedesco et al., 2014) in Japan. I address this dialectical 

debate in more detail in Chapter 2. The point here is not to provide a detailed 

chronology of these discourses, but rather to introduce how globalization has now 

joined the continuous domestic discourse of educational reform in Japan. 

The domestic dialogue on education reform has generated several policy 

reactions towards foreign language education. The low TOEFL and TOEIC scores by 

Japanese test-takers and how Japan ranks compared to other Asian countries has been 

used to demonstrate the failures of English education in Japan (e.g., Allen-Tamai, 2010; 

Takayama, 2008; Yoshida, 2003, 2012). One of MEXT’s responses to this perceived 

crisis was to adopt international commercial tests, such as TEOIC, TOEFL, and G-TEC, 

to replace the more traditional national university entrance examinations. Though there 

is strong resistance to this policy, it illustrates how global solutions are being sought to 

fix domestic educational issues in Japan (e.g., Otsu, 2004; Otsu, Erikawa, Saito, & 
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Torikai, 2013). However, contrasting low TOEFL scores among Japanese students with 

high TOEFL scores from students in other countries, such as China or Korea, is not a 

valid comparison. It is a misrepresentation of the situation because in Japan, many 

students are forced to take the TOEFL test. They are often unprepared and unmotivated. 

In contrast, in other Asian countries only highly motivated students who are prepared 

take the TOEFL test. Therefore, it is misleading to compare TOEFL scores between 

countries with different situations. However, MEXT uses this point as an example of 

the need to revise English education. 

Another example were the calls from the Japanese business community who 

wanted more Japanese university graduates to be better prepared to become global 

leaders. In order to meet this demand, MEXT designated several high schools and 

universities as Super Global schools (Ishikawa, 2011). In addition, the recent policy 

adoption of the Common European Reference Framework of Languages (CEFR) not 

only at the tertiary level (e.g., Rappleye et al., 2011), but also in junior and senior high 

school English education is another example of globalization framing domestic policy 

reactions in Japan. All these policy changes have arisen from domestic discourses on 

reform and how policymakers react to changes within the education system and in the 

society to which it serves. In terms of English education, these changes have come in 

the form of promoting communicative language teaching, to which I now turn to.  
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The Communicative Turn in English Education 

Building on Dell Hymes’ idea of communication competence, Canale and Swain 

(1980) developed a pedagogical framework for communication competence consisting 

of four components: (a) knowledge of grammatical forms and the ability to use them, 

(b) the knowledge and ability to understand and produce discourse, (c) pragmatic 

knowledge of the sociocultural contexts and function of communication acts, and (d) 

strategic knowledge and the ability to overcome breakdowns and troubles to complete 

the communication goal. By early 1990s a major shift took place among SLA scholars 

and language teachers to a new approach that incorporated these four components from 

earlier methods that had been focusing mostly on grammar translation or learning 

through repetition with the audio-lingual method (Celce-Murcia, 2014; Lightbown & 

Spada, 2017). Thus, communicative language teaching (CLT) is the term used for this 

new approach to second and foreign language acquisition that expanded beyond 

learning the grammatical elements of language (Savignon, 1987; Widdowson, 1978). 

CLT is now one common approach to second and foreign language learning and is 

supported by research (e.g., Ellis, 2008; Ortega, 2009). The aim of CLT is to develop 

linguistic fluency in the target language and not just grammatical accuracy. In this study 

I define CLT as an approach with seven interrelated features: 

• Focus on the grammatical, discourse, pragmatic, and strategic components of 

language 

• Focus on the form and function of language use for meaningful purposes 

• Promote fluency and accuracy in language production 
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• Focus on real-world contexts 

• Allow opportunities for students to develop learning strategies 

• Emphasize learner-centered, collaborative learning with student-to-student 

and student-teacher interaction 

• Promote student linguistic development (Brown & Lee, 2015) 

The communicative turn in SLA has greatly influenced English education policy in 

Japan. In response to a growing interest in CLT among researchers, educators, and 

publishers, MEXT curriculum reform for junior and senior high schools promoted an 

increased use of CLT in Japan (MEXT, 2003, 2011; Tahira, 2012; Yoshida, 2003). In 

order to improve students’ English communication skills, MEXT advocated more use of 

communicative activities and also mandated junior and senior high school English 

teachers to conduct their lessons in English. However, implementing CLT in EFL 

classrooms is a highly contentious issue, especially in Japanese classrooms where 

teachers must contend with large class sizes and entrance examinations; thus, teachers 

tend to still use traditional methods such as grammar translation (e.g., Nishino, 2009; 

Saito, 2021; Savignon, 2007). CLT has led to the development of other methods and 

approaches, such as project-based learning, task-based teaching, content and language 

integrated learning (CLIL), content-based instruction (CBI), and to a lesser degree, 

English for specific purposes (ESP), all of which are being used in Japan. This global 

trend of CLT in foreign language education fits well with elementary school English 

education because it does not require young learners to learn large amounts of 

grammatical structures, focusing instead on vocabulary and communication skills. One 
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question that arises from this reasoning is whether elementary school teachers can 

effectively use CLT or whether they will rely on more traditional methods they were 

exposed to when they were students. 

 

Elementary School Curriculum Reforms 

A review of elementary school curriculum reforms in Japan from 1986 to 2017 

illustrates how the discourses of globalization and neoliberal ideologies have influenced 

domestic educational reforms and pedagogical approaches to communicative language 

teaching. Table 1 is a summary of MEXT’s foreign language policies and curriculum 

directives regarding elementary school English language curriculum in the public-

school system. A careful reading reveals three points about Japan’s education system 

and how it relates to English language policy implementation. First, it shows part of the 

processes involved in policy creation at the national level. The Central Council of 

Education’s recommendations, published in 1996, 2006, and 2016, were adapted by 

MEXT every two years following their release. This close association suggests that at 

the national level there is a protocol and structure to policy creation. But more 

importantly, it raises the question of who is creating the initiatives on language policy, 

the Central Council on Education or MEXT? 

The second point concerns the term globalization, which was first mentioned as 

a reason for implementing elementary school English in the Central Council for 

Education’s report in 2006. However, in that report, the Central Council also stated the 

need to preserve equal education for all, which is directly opposed to the neoliberal 
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Table 1. Summary of MEXT Elementary School English Language Policies 
1986 Provisional Council on Education Reform Rinji kyouiku shinjikai (臨時教育審議会答

申) announces that English should be introduced at the elementary school level as 
part of revisions to English education. 

1992 For the first time MEXT designates two public elementary schools in Osaka city to 
teach English as a part of international education. 

1996 The 15th Central Council for Education Chuuoukyouiku shingika (第 15期中央教育
審議会) recommends establishing a new Period of Integrated Studies. English can 
be taught as part of international education. Decisions of what and how much to 
teach should be left to local school boards or individual schools. 

1998 MEXT releases new Course of Study (effective April 2002) introducing the Period 
of Integrated Studies. Foreign languages, as a part of international education can 
be taught in schools, but local boards of education or individual schools can 
decide what and how much is used for English. 

2001 MEXT publishes Course Handbook for Elementary Schools. Elementary school 
English classes are referred to as ‘English activities.’ 

2006 The 16th Central Council for Education Chuuoukyouiku shingika (第 16 期中央教育

審議会) releases a report recommending English: a) should be suitable and flexible 
for elementary school students; b) meet the demands of globalization; and c) 
preserve equal opportunity in education. 

2008 MEXT releases new Course of Study (effective April 2011). Foreign language 
activities (English) are to be compulsory beginning from fifth grade, taught once a 
week (35 lesson hours/year), and taught separately from the Period of Integrated 
Studies. 

2009 MEXT releases Eigo Note 1(英語ノート) and Eigo Note 2 for Grades 5 and 6 

2011 Compulsory foreign language activities (English) commence for grades 5 and 6. 
MEXT replaces Eigo Note (英語ノート) with Hi, friends!1 and Hi, friends! 2 

2016 The 17th Central Council for Education Chuuoukyouiku shingika (第 17 期中央教育

審議会) releases a report recommending English be taught as an academic 
subject from fifth grade while English activities start from Grade 3. 

2018 
 
 
 
 
 
2020 

MEXT releases new Course of Study (Effective April 2020) which establishes 
Foreign Languages (English) as an academic subject to be taught twice a week 
starting from fifth grade. Students will be assessed and will also learn to read and 
write the alphabet. Foreign language activities will commence from third grade and 
be taught once a week. 
 
Foreign language activities in Grades 3-4 and Foreign languages (English as an 
academic subject) lesson in Grades 5-6 commence.  
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ideology of education based on competition and ability. In other words, globalization is 

influencing the ideological dichotomy where progressive ideas are being promoted 

while simultaneously preserving traditional approaches to education. This discourse 

between progress and conservative ideas have long been contested in Japanese 

education and I examine it in more detail in Chapter 3. 

The third point concerns the methodology of how lessons should be conducted 

at the elementary school level. The new academic subject of foreign language 

education, or English education, in Grades 5 and 6 focuses on learning the language 

through listening and speaking and not through direct grammar instruction. Elementary 

school teachers have had little training on how to teach foreign languages, so it is 

questionable if they are able to conduct their lessons to meet the criteria of 

communicative language teaching. It is important to determine how these teachers meet 

this challenge and discover what assistance they need to ensure that students receive the 

best level of education afforded to them. 

This summary illustrates that globalization and neoliberal ideologies were 

presented as a rationale for supporting a CLT approach to English education and 

justifying the introduction of foreign language education in the elementary school 

curriculum. However, local autonomy of the curriculum was replaced by a standardized 

and centrally controlled curriculum. Back in the late 1990s when foreign language 

education was introduced in several MEXT-designated pilot schools, the aim was英語

嫌いを作らない which means: Do not create a hatred or dislike of English among the 

students. The main directive from MEXT to the pilot schools was to develop a new way 
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of teaching English that emphasized: (a) enjoying rather than memorizing; (b) language 

activities and not language drills; and, (c) communication over accuracy (Former 

MEXT Official, Mr. Morimoto, personal communication, October 17, 2021). Then the 

1998 Course of Study introduced the Period of Integrated Studies (総合的な学習) to the 

elementary school curriculum. English was incorporated as a part of International 

Understanding (国際理解の一環として英語活動), which included other languages and 

emphasized developing interest in learning languages and not English proficiency. 

Teachers were encouraged to include students’ interests (子どもの興味・関心), and 

English lessons were not to prepare students for junior high school English. Schools and 

school districts had autonomy to develop their own teaching materials and lesson plans. 

Then the 2011 Course of Study introduced mandatory weekly English lessons in Grades 

5 and 6. In addition, schools were directed to use MEXT-designed English textbooks. 

Lessons focused on English communication (aural/oral) with no formal assessment and 

were not to be preparation for junior high school English. With the 2020 Course of 

Study, the starting age of English was lowered to Grade3 and by making English an 

academic subject in Grades 5 and 6, English became an object to study, as in junior and 

senior high schools. 

In the following sections I introduce the problems this research addresses, the 

goals of the study, and a description of the methodology I used for this research. I then 

summarize the contributions this investigation makes to the fields of second language 

education (SLA), language policy and planning (LPP), and comparative education 

before declaring the delimitations. I close this chapter with a brief outline of the 
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theoretical framework in Chapter 2, the literature review in Chapter 3, and the 

methodology in Chapter 4. 

 

Statement of the Problems 

Educational language policies are developed and implemented to solve 

perceived educational problems, such as low TOEIC scores, and improve the overall 

quality of English education. This study is not only a description of the practical value 

of establishing EFL as an academic subject in the elementary school national 

curriculum, but also an examination of the sociopolitical and socioeconomic rational for 

doing so. An educational language policy is more than a pedagogical strategy for 

learning an additional language for the personal growth and well-being of students. It is 

also a state-mandated language policy that is created and implemented for economic 

and sociopolitical reasons. Ultimately, lowering the starting age to Grade 3 and 

requiring students to learn English, with no choice to learn another language, is an 

education policy about social change because it seeks to create a bilingual populace 

through promoting the acquisition of English. However, MEXT does not use terms, 

such as bilingual students, bilingual education, multilingual citizens, or emergent 

bilinguals, to name but a few. One purpose of this study is to examine how certain 

stakeholders dealt with this gap between the discourse surrounding elementary school 

EFL lessons, the actual goals of the policy, and how that incongruity influenced 

classroom practice. 
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As a relatively new language policy development, the introduction of English 

education in Japan’s public elementary school system is a research area in its infancy. 

The first problem this study addresses is the lack of research on the 2020 Course of 

Study as a policy text. Whereas researchers have looked at earlier English education 

reforms in Japan (e.g., Butler & Iino, 2005; Esaki & Shintani, 2010; Yoshida, 2003), a 

critical analysis of the 2020 Course of Study, the policy document that sets curriculum 

and pedagogy for English as an academic subject, remains unexplored. A critical 

analysis of the policy text reveals policy goals, viewpoints how foreign languages 

should be taught, the contents of what is taught (and not taught), and how foreign 

language learning is assessed. Furthermore, a critical analysis can expose hidden 

educational and linguistic ideologies that might be implicitly stated in the policy text. 

The second problem concerns the lack of knowledge concerning the processes 

involved in policy implementation and how this new policy has been interpreted by the 

various stakeholders in the education system. Previous researchers have considered 

teachers’ views of policy, but few have considered the opinions of national 

policymakers and educational authorities at the regional and local levels. There has 

been a lack of research on the role of the regional and local Boards of Education and 

how they unpack national policies and recontextualize them for their areas. Without 

recording their views and opinions, the processes involved in policy implementation 

remain enigmatic. 

The third issue that this study addresses is the lack of literature on how the 

English Course of Study is being implemented in public elementary classrooms in 
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Japan. Although researchers have looked at other agenda-setting policies, and although 

studies have illustrated how English activities were incorporated in the integrated 

studies classes in the 1990s and in the first decade of 2000, no researchers have 

specifically looked at the 2020 Course of Study. The one exception was a study by 

Gaynor (2018) which examined the previous Course of Study that first introduced 

foreign language activities into the national elementary school curriculum. This study 

investigates how the new elementary school Course of Study was created at the national 

level, transmitted through the education system, and appropriated in classrooms. 

 

Purposes of the Study 

There are three purposes to this study. The first purpose is to increase our 

understanding of English education language policy and policy implementation in 

Japan’s public elementary schools by investigating how the recently released English 

Course of Study is presented in text form. A critical analysis of the new elementary 

school English language policy as text is essential to understand the contents of the 

policy. Without a comprehensive document analysis of the policy text to provide a 

benchmark, other issues of policy interpretation and classroom implementation are 

difficult to evaluate. I have employed a critical analysis of discourse approach to 

language policy (Blommaert, 2005) to recognize and analyze how language has been 

used in the documents, discover linguistic patterns in the policy documents, and identify 

ideologies encoded explicitly and implicitly within the documents. 
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The second purpose of this study is to record how the 2020 Course of Study has 

been interpreted by various stakeholders across the education system. Policy cannot be 

viewed simply as a document; it must be understood and evaluated as an ongoing 

interactional process that is constantly evolving (Ball, 2017). Policy formulation and 

implementation can also be conceived as multilayered. Therefore, it is important to 

understand the steps involved in policy creation at the national level, interpretation and 

recontextualization at the regional level, and appropriation at the local classroom level 

(Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996). For that purpose, I 

conducted an ethnography of language policy, which conceptualizes policy 

implementation as a process (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 2009a, 2011; 

Martin-Jones & da Costa Cabral, 2018). I recorded the participants’ perspectives, 

thoughts, beliefs, and practices of introducing English language classes in Japan’s 

public elementary school system. Furthermore, by conducting a multiple case study of 

three schools, within-case and between-case analysis revealed how ELP was viewed 

differently by participants in different schools with varying conditions, such as support 

from the City Board of Education and the principal’s views towards English education. 

Issues of the structure of education system, the structure of schools and how they are 

managed internally, can influence how the stakeholders view social power and agency, 

and how they interact with the policy, or what Ball (2017) called “the rhetoric of 

reform” (p. 10). Views about how the policy is communicated between these 

stakeholders and recontextualized as it passes from one level to the next is an important 

aspect that can be recorded in an ethnography of language policy. 
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The third purpose of this study is to address the need to understand how the 

2020 English language policy has been appropriated at the classroom level. Although 

some research has been conducted on English language activities in Japanese 

elementary schools, there is still much work to be done to document how elementary 

school teachers conduct their English lessons and the challenges they face. In this 

multiple case study, I examine how three Japanese public elementary schools begin 

teaching English as an academic subject for Grades 5 and 6 in the first two years of 

implementation. Because this is a new area of study, little research on classroom 

observations of English lessons has been conducted. Gaining access to classrooms can 

pose a hurdle for researchers, but in this study I examined multiple classrooms at three 

public schools in the same prefecture in order to reveal how teachers do their part to 

meet policy goals. Therefore, the three research questions that this study addresses are: 

1. How are certain domestic and international discourses expressed, both explicitly and 

implicitly, in the Course of Study, and what educational and sociopolitical 

ideologies are revealed in the policy documents? 

2. How do the participants, who are positioned at different levels across the education 

system, view their role and what challenges have they encountered during the 

processes of English language policy creation and transmission? 

3. How did the three participating schools approach policy implementation and how 

close did the teachers’ appropriation of EFL lessons correspond with principles in 

the new Course of Study? 
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Methodological Perspective 

I used the methodology termed ethnography of language policy (Hornberger & 

Johnson, 2007; Hult & Johnson, 2015; Johnson, 2009a; Johnson, 2013b). Ethnography 

focuses on the participants’ perspectives, thoughts, beliefs, and practices in the 

classroom. It is an effective methodology for understanding the process of the creation, 

interpretation, and appropriation of language policy. It enables researchers to examine 

the processes of adaption and implementation at each level of the education system, 

from the national ministry, to Prefectural and City Boards of Education, to schools, and 

to individual teachers. Through ethnographic data collection I learned how the policy 

was created, communicated and recontextualized as it passed from one level to the next. 

To accomplish this, I used critical analysis of discourse to understand the nature and 

distribution of hidden dimensions of power and how discourse is subject to power and 

inequality (Blommaert, 2005, 2006). What is considered proper social behavior places 

restrictions on how people communicate; for example, social conventions dictate that 

certain words and expressions should be used with other people who are in positions of 

power and authority. Therefore, language operates differently for different people in 

different environments. A critical analysis of discourse must be concerned with these 

pragmatic elements of communication and examine the notion of voice and agency 

within the connections between language, power, and social processes. Thus, the unit of 

analysis is not individual sentences removed from context, but the socially and 

culturally contextualized form in which the discourse occurred with the insiders’ view 

of language and what it means to them (Blommaert, 2005, 2006). 
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First, I conducted a detailed textual examination of the 2020 English language 

policy. A description of the Course of Study’s aims and goals are important, but views 

about L2 teaching and learning are also stated in the documents. Furthermore, 

educational, social, and political-economic issues might also be stated to explain and 

possibly justify the policy. Those topics are explicitly stated, but other matters such as 

power, authority, language status, and the function of an L2 in society, to name a few, 

might be expressed implicitly. These aspects must also be examined; not only by 

examining what is stated, but also by noting what is not stated in the policy. This critical 

analysis provides the framework for understanding how stakeholders viewed and 

comprehended the policy, and how it was appropriated in classrooms in this study. 

Second, to learn what the various stakeholders’ views and understandings were 

of the 2020 Course of Study, I conducted formal and informal interviews. At the 

national level where the Course of Study was created, I interviewed current and 

previous MEXT officials, along with individuals who were advising MEXT. Their 

views of the policy as text and what it is intended to do were important when comparing 

their opinions to other stakeholders at the regional and local levels. Therefore, I 

interviewed prefectural educational authorities and officials from the city Boards of 

Education where the schools in this study are located to record their views of policy 

implementation. I also interviewed the school principals and as many Grade 5 and 6 

teachers as possible at each of the three participating public elementary schools. 

Lastly, to investigate how policy has been appropriated in classrooms by 

teachers I conducted classroom observations and collected documents pertaining to 
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English language classes at these schools. I observed teachers in the classroom and 

videotaped all the sessions. I then analyzed teacher behavior in the classroom. This 

record was followed up with interviews or informal discussions with teachers about 

how they conducted their lessons. I listened to the interviews several times and 

transcribed the important excerpts and coded them following the guidelines set by 

Saldana (2009). I then analyzed the contents of the interviews to ascertain if the 

participants had similar or contrasting views and what implications these interpretations 

had for classroom teaching and learning of English. 

 

Significance of the Study 

The primary significance of this study is that it provides important 

understanding into the under-researched area of elementary school English language 

policy. This study reveals not only the goals and contents of language policy 

documents, but also illuminates the ideologies that went into producing the policy. 

These findings provide insight into how English language learning was represented in 

policy documents, not only the explicit goals and aims, but also hidden ideologies, 

values, and agendas. These results inform researchers across various disciplines, such as 

SLA, language policy and planning, sociology of education, and comparative education. 

The second significance of this study is it contributes to an understanding of 

how the structure of the education system and the social structure of the schools can 

enable and inhibit stakeholders positioned across the system. The relations and 

associations between the stakeholders are hierarchical and based upon power and 
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authority. It is meaningful to identify and explore the links between the different levels 

and agents in the education system. Their views and interpretations of policy also 

provided much needed insight into the processes and mechanisms involved in policy 

interpretation for researchers and educators. 

Another significance of this study is it adds to our understanding of various 

macro-level discourses, such as progressive and conservative views of schooling in 

Japan and how globalization has affected that debate, specifically in terms of English 

education. The decisions of policymakers and how they dealt with issues, such as 

globalization, have a direct influence on how English language education was 

conducted at the elementary school level. The findings of this study can serve as a 

meaningful vehicle for further research into the relationship between globalization and 

discourses on domestic education policy. 

Lastly, the findings add to our understanding of what it means to be an 

elementary school teacher, who must now teach English as a foreign language. Teachers 

can inform future research on classroom practices. Issues of teachers’ self-perceptions 

of identity, anxiety, confidence, perceived proficiency and how these issues can affect 

their ability to conduct effective English language lessons must be addressed. These 

findings provide new perspectives and suggestions for elementary school pre-service 

teacher training programs, which can lead to improved in-service professional 

development programs, and new outlooks towards professional non-native English 

instructors joining the field of applied linguistics. All of these issues can improve the 

overall quality of English education in the public elementary school system. 
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Audience for the Study 

This study is of interest to researchers, policymakers, educational authorities, 

and elementary school teachers. The combination of the textual analysis of the Course 

of Study, interviews with stakeholders involved in the process of policy 

implementation, and observations of classroom practices provide a rich and detailed 

description of how EFL policy mandated at the national level was transmitted and 

recontextualized at the regional and local levels, and finally appropriated in classrooms. 

The findings can be of benefit not only to researchers in language policy and 

planning, but also to those in the fields of SLA, second language teacher education, 

international and comparative education, and Japanese studies. Access to schools as 

research sites for an extended period of time is sometimes limited to researchers. In this 

embedded multiple case study I follow how three schools in the same prefecture address 

changes in EFL policy over a period of approximately three years beginning in the 

spring of 2017. The findings of this study can be a window into the dynamic and 

complex processes involved in English language policy implementation in Japan’s 

public education system that is not normally seen. 

Policymakers can benefit from reading this study because it can help them better 

understand how policy and education reform affect classroom teaching and learning. 

Uncovering the challenges that schools and teachers face with top-down directives 

regarding the new policy should provide valuable insight for policymakers wishing to 

improve upon how future education policies are created, transmitted, and implemented 
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in classrooms. This knowledge can lead to improved ways in which policy is created 

and designed so that all future intended goals are accurately met. This development can 

also possibly alleviate misunderstanding and confusion for teachers and school 

administrators regarding policy content as they set appropriate policy goals. All of these 

improvements can lead to the enhancement of English language teaching and learning. 

The results of this study can benefit educational authorities, such as the 

Prefectural and City Boards of Education for school management because each school 

and community are different. The findings of this multiple case study describe in detail 

the challenges each school and those teachers face. These insights can enable 

educational authorities to gain a better understanding of how school conditions affect 

classroom practices. Furthermore, the results include information for in-service 

professional development programs provided by local educational authorities to support 

teachers’ improved English teaching skills. Educational authorities can benefit by 

improving their knowledge of such programs and can plan and provide such services for 

their faculty development programs. 

Finally, the results of this study can help elementary school teachers understand 

how and why English is being implemented in other classrooms. By gaining this 

knowledge they can be better positioned to reflect on their own classroom practices and 

improve on their own teaching of English because it directly impacts the way they 

conduct their lessons. 
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Delimitations 

This study should be read as a multiple case study conducted in western Japan 

from 2017 to March of 2021. Thus, the study is delimited temporally, geographically, 

contextually, and theoretically. Though longitudinal in nature, this study took place at a 

particular point in time, as English classes were being formally introduced into public 

elementary schools in Japan. Although providing insight into the participants’ 

perspectives on language policy development, it is likely that the perspectives of 

teachers, administrators, and policy experts change over time as English education 

becomes a regular part of the elementary school curriculum. 

In terms of geography, all the schools in this study were in the same prefecture. 

It cannot be assumed that each prefecture and city have the same view towards English 

education. Moreover, the funding and support schools receive possibly varies from 

region to region. Some places might view elementary school English more positively 

than other areas, so the conclusions must be read with this possibly in mind. 

Furthermore, no rural schools were represented in this study. How rural elementary 

schools deal with foreign language education is an area outside the scope of this study. 

Contextual factors in each school delimit the scope of the study. The three 

participating schools were not randomly selected; to ensure representativeness, 

purposive sampling and convenience sampling were used. With the assistance of a 

colleague from the Prefectural Board of Education, I separately met with two school 

principals, and explained this project and they both agreed to participate in this study. I 

had previous experience working with the other school on a different project, so I 



 34 

already knew the principal at that time (2017). After meeting with him and explaining 

the project, he also agreed to participate. I wanted the schools to be in different parts of 

the same prefecture, one in a large urban center, one in the northern part, and one in the 

southern part of the prefecture. The southern region is an older area, while the northern 

region is newly developed, more populated, and has a higher perceived socioeconomic 

status. I also sought out schools with a small, medium, and large student body for 

comparison purposes. Furthermore, the teacher’s seniority (e.g., age and years of 

teaching experience), English teaching experience, English proficiency, willingness to 

team teach, and willingness to be a role model for their students affected how they 

approached their lessons. 

Lastly, this study was focused on how discourses of globalization, 

neoliberalism, and domestic discourses, such as progressive and traditional views of 

schooling, affect language educational policy in Japan. It might be difficult to 

demonstrate that each participant viewed these contextual issues in the same manner as 

I viewed them. I do not make assumptions about that. By selectively focusing on the 

discourses and trends in Japanese education outlined in this study, I might have 

excluded other perspectives or conceptualizations of language policy, such as language 

management theory. Readers are invited to critically evaluate whether other discourses 

and trends in Japan in the period under investigation played a significant role in 

influencing language education policy. 
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Organization of the Study 

Chapter 2, Conceptual Framework, is made up of five major sections. I begin the 

chapter by stating my ontological and epistemological stance towards my research and 

then introduce the conceptual framework. Through a review of Japan’s education 

system, I then describe the continuous conflict between progressive and traditional 

views of educational reform in Japan. That section is followed by an overview of the 

history of elementary school English education. Chapter 3, Review of the Literature, 

begins with a review of previous research on policy as text. I then assess research that 

has examined policy as discourse before moving to studies on policy as classroom 

practice. I then state the gaps in the literature and the purposes of the study, followed by 

the study’s research questions. In Chapter 4, Methods, I describe the context of the 

study, the research settings, and the participants. This section is followed by the 

positionality statement before explaining the procedures, data collection, and the 

analytical tools used. I then present the findings in Chapter 5-7 for the three research 

questions. In Chapter 5, Analysis of Policy Documents, I analyze the contents of the 

2018 Course of Study. Then in Chapter 6, Policy as Discourse, I present the interview 

findings. That topic is followed by my analysis of how the schools implemented English 

into the school curriculum and how the classroom teachers conducted English lessons in 

Chapter 7, Policy as Practice. In Chapter 8, Discussion, I interpret the main findings 

from the data collected from policy as document, policy as discourse, and policy as 

practice. I then discuss the implications of the findings in terms of policy creation and 

implementation, classroom practice and pedagogy, and the theoretical implications. In 
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Chapter 9, Conclusion, the results of the study are summarized, the limitations of the 

study are addressed, directions for future research are proposed, and concluding 

comments provided. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

I begin this chapter by explaining my epistemological and ontological stance 

towards this research before introducing the conceptual framework and theoretical 

views on discourse analysis. I then cover the development of Japan’s modern education 

system by focusing on the dialectical conflict between progressive and traditional 

discourses on modernization, language, and education. 

 

Ontological and Epistemological Position 

I take a realist approach to qualitative research (Maxwell, 2004, 2012; Miles, 

Huberman & Saldana, 2014). In this approach, both concrete social events and abstract 

social structures are part of the social world in which individuals live and are considered 

real. These social constructs are things, such as ideology, power, authority, status, social 

capital, agency, and identity. They exist in the social world and thus have meaning to 

people. In this view of social reality, how people view and mediate these social 

constructs influence how they react to situations and events around them (Atkinson & 

Hammersley, 2005; Bourdieu, 1992; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Sealy & Carter, 

2004). People’s behaviors towards these constructs are rational and form part of what 

people do to make meaning of the physical and social realm around them. 

Epistemologically, interpretations of social and cultural phenomena can be 

verified empirically through documentation and analysis by recording discourses and 
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observing people’s actions. Language is not only a tool to understand experiences, but 

also a social practice to understand and share experiences. Thus, language is both the 

object and the means of transforming experiences into cultural knowledge. Discourse 

can be defined as a unit of language; however, for this study, such a definition is 

unsatisfactory. Thus, I have drawn on the works of several scholars of discourse 

(Eagleton, 2007; Fairclough, 2010, 2015; Gee, 2011; Holliday, 2011). I explain their 

views in more detail in the methodology section of Chapter 4. There are slight 

variations between these scholars, but one common element shared by them is that they 

all view discourse as a part of a social process or social life that relates to other social 

processes, situations, places, and people, spanning from the individual to the 

institutional and social levels. Discourse can also change over time and between places 

to what Fairclough (2015) called “a relational view of language” (p. 7). It is through 

experience, or a posteriori knowledge, that individuals come to better understand the 

causal relationships between participants’ perspectives, actions and beliefs, and their 

social situations. In this embedded multiple case study, this idea concerns how the 

participants, situated across the stratified hierarchy of the education system, express 

their perceptions of ELP implementation in Japan’s public elementary schools. 

 

Ethnography of Language Policy and Open Systems Theory 

The conceptual framework has been formed by merging ethnography of 

language policy with open systems theory. I begin by elaborating on ethnography of 

language policy and why it is appropriate for this investigation. I then turn to open 
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systems theory, explain the features of the theory and its model, and then offer a 

rationale why this combination is essential for this study. 

The language education policy I investigated is the 2020 Elementary School 

English Course of Study, which sets the goals, content of the curriculum, and how it 

will be taught in schools. I define language education policy as the official written 

directives and recommendations that comprise policy texts, and the informal discursive 

practices undertaken by policymakers and administrators situated across the education 

system concerning the acquisition of English as a foreign language in the primary 

schooling of children in a specific country. In other words, language education policy 

discourse is not only policy documents, but also discussions and understandings about 

the text (Ball, 1992, 1993; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996). Language education policy 

has explicit and implicit mechanisms that affect language beliefs and practices by 

supporting the acquisition and spread of a language (Cooper, 1989). It is a form of 

intervention that creates circumstances and opportunities for action, but in itself, cannot 

regulate how it is applied because how it is implemented in schools and how it is 

understood and appropriated in classrooms by teachers is influenced by the structure 

and the mechanisms of the education system. Therefore, language education policy as 

discourse can be understood as stakeholders’ real-life struggles to understand, contest, 

influence, and enact a prescribed language education policy based on the real and the 

perceived contents of the policy (Ball, 1993; 2012; Johnson, 2013a). 
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Ethnography of Language Policy 

The term ethnography of language policy was first suggested by Hornberger and 

Johnson (2007). It differs from other anthropological and sociolinguistic methodologies 

because the research is directly focused on language policy processes, proposes 

language policy research questions, uses language policy texts and discourses as units 

of analyses, and presents findings that are solely focused on language policy (Johnson, 

2013a, pp. 45-46). By employing ethnographic research methods, ethnography of 

language policy can: (a) identify, classify, and inform the types of language planning 

selected, such as acquisition or corpus planning, and the types of language policy: 

official or unofficial, de jure or de facto, macro or micro; (b) clarify and examine the 

processes of policy creation, interpretation, and appropriation; (c) incorporate critical 

approaches to agency, ideology, statues, and power in regards to both policy texts and 

discourses; (d) illuminate connections between macro-, meso-, and micro-levels in 

policy practice; and (e) promote sound educational practices and social justice by 

creating spaces for stakeholders to express ideas and participate in the processes of 

policy implementation (Hult, 2010; Johnson, 2010). Thus, ethnography of language 

policy is not only a method, but also a conceptual and theoretical framework in which 

discourse, agents, processes, and contexts are examined. 

The first benefit of using an ethnography of language policy is it enabled me to 

conceptualize language education policy as discourse. In this study, discourse refers to 

both written language (e.g., policy documents) and spoken language (e.g., discussions 

between stakeholders about a policy) and can be formal, informal, technical, or 
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vernacular. I define discourse in this study as how people use language to express, 

create, reproduce, and explain the complexity and richness of perceived social positions, 

relations, and identities (Fairclough, 2015). 

Another advantage of an ethnography of language policy approach is that it 

conceptualizes policy implementation as a multilayered process of creation, 

interpretation, and appropriation (Johnson & Ricento, 2013; Ricento & Hornberger, 

1996). This aspect enabled me to theoretically and conceptually move beyond textual 

analysis and place the focus of inquiry on stakeholders, such as teachers, school 

administrators, and policymakers, and their role in policy implementation. Recently, 

language policy and planning studies on educational settings have been focused on 

agents and the power they have in policy implementation (e.g., Bouchard & Glasgow, 

2019; Johnson & Johnson, 2015; Menken & Garcia, 2010; Ng & Boucher-Yip, 2017). 

As a result, the ethnography of language policy approach has gained popularity in the 

fields of language policy and SLA. By using the methodology of ethnography of 

language policy I could examine the processes involved in policy implementation. 

Through ethnographic data collection, I recorded and examined the interaction between 

top-down and bottom-up processes in the creation, interpretation, and appropriation of 

language education policy. By interviewing stakeholders at different tiers in the 

education system, I could record and analyze the process involved in educational 

language policy, which was an important aspect of understanding how policy transitions 

from a national policy document into individual classrooms. 
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All education systems are multi-tiered systems that are hierarchal in 

organization, power, and authority with prescribed academic and social purposes. At the 

same time, education systems are influenced by political and socioeconomic conditions 

of the societies they serve. In this study, at the top of this hierarchal organization, at the 

national (macro) level, is MEXT. At the second tier (meso) are both Prefectural and 

City Boards of Education, followed by the schools at the local (micro) level. However, 

hierarchies are also inherent in schools with principals typically viewed as having the 

most power and authority, followed by the vice-principals, head teachers, and then 

classroom teachers. At each tier are agents of language policy creation, interpretation, 

and appropriation. Therefore, understanding the structure of these systems was essential 

to understanding the context of policy appropriation. Agency is important because not 

all teachers implement a language education policy as it was designed with teachers 

resisting, changing, and omitting aspects to meet their ideas and classroom situations 

(e.g., Choi, 2019; English & Varghese, 2010; Pease-Alvarez & Thompson, 2014). 

However, teachers and classrooms do not operate in isolation. The ecosystems of 

schools are complex environments (Ball, 2012). Furthermore, schools are not removed 

from the community and the larger education system they serve. Classrooms are 

embedded in schools, and schools are embedded in the education system. Therefore, to 

understand the context of policy implementation in educational settings, it was essential 

to identify the structure of the education system, the social organization of the schools, 

and how those structures constrained and enabled stakeholders. Without this 

conceptualization, concepts such as agency and appropriation remain abstract. 
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Therefore, I argue that the structure of education systems, especially centralized 

systems, such as those in Japan, is an area that has been under-researched and under-

theorized in studies on educational language policy. That is why I also include open 

systems theory as part of my conceptual framework. 

 

Open Systems Theory 

The second component of my conceptual framework derives from open systems 

theory (Hatch, 2013; Luhmann, 2002/2013; Ritzer, 2011). One benefit of the theoretical 

constructs of open systems is that it can be applied to a large-scale entities, such as the 

education system, or to a small-scale units, such as a single classroom for analysis. This 

inherently diverse application has enabled open systems theory to be used in sciences 

(e.g., Delvenne & Sandberg, 2017) and the social sciences (e.g., Koch & Curry, 2000; 

Westues, 1971). It can be utilized to examine micro-level problems or macro-level 

issues, such as control, equality, social class, gender, educational opportunity, school 

reform, and education goals (Ballantine, Hammack, & Stuber, 2017). Open systems 

theory has been influential in studies on comparative education, especially in research 

on policy borrowing and global education policy (e.g., Burdett & O’Donnell, 2016; 

Portnoi, 2016; Schriewer & Martinez, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi, 2016). Open systems 

theory is also referred to as organizational theory (Hatch, 2013); I do not make a 

distinction between open systems theory and organization theory. 

Organizations and open systems share three common qualities: goal-orientation, 

openness, and heterogeneity (Ritzer, 2011, pp. 331–344). First, there must be goal(s) to 
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the organization or system for it to maintain its purpose and subsist. The next feature, 

openness, is essential because the system is constantly exposed to influences from its 

environment. However, the system must simultaneously maintain a level of autonomy 

and self-determination that separates it from the environment. Thus, there is a constant 

give-and-take relationship of reciprocity between the system with its environment. Last, 

the system or organization is heterogeneous. A system, as an entity, is comprised of 

groups of peoples, but these members do not have the same role, function, or rank; 

therefore, there are elements of diversity, stratification, and hierarchy built into any 

system. Heterogeneity subsumes the idea that the different parts and members 

cooperate, but there is also conflict and tension. This quality of heterogeneity enables 

the system to adapt to changes in its environment (Hatch, 2013; Luhmann, 2002/2013; 

Ritzer, 2011). This is how an organization, such as a school and the education system 

are conceptualized in this study. 

The theoretical construct of open systems is modeled in Figure 1. This model 

allowed me to conceptualize and represent the hierarchical structure and 

interconnections between the components of Japan’s education system in terms of EFL 

policy and practice. The model consists of five components: the organization or system 

under investigation, the environment, input, output, and a feedback loop. The first piece 

of the model is the education system, which is divided into three levels: MEXT at the 

national level, followed by the City and Prefectural Boards of Education, and then the 

local schools. These levels can be further subdivided depending upon the level of 

analysis. For example, each school in this multiple case study becomes an organization 
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to be analyzed. The structure component of the model is divided into administration, 

teachers, grades, and classes. The macro-, meso-, and micro-level processes of policy 

implementation are also expressed in the model. 

 

Figure 1. Open Systems Model Adopted for this Study 

 
 
                                           1. Educational Organization                
 3. Input                A) Structure                                                    4. Output 
          1. Students                a. Ministry of Education (macro)          1. Graduates 
          2. Staff                       b. Boards of Education (meso)            2. Information 
          3. Finance                 c. Schools (micro)                                3. Emerging  
                                         B) Processes                                                culture 
                                            a. Policy creation (macro) 
                                            b. Policy interpretation (meso) 
                                            c. Policy appropriation (micro) 
 
           
                                                       2. Environment 
                         (political trends, economic trends, policy borrowing, demographic 
                         changes, technological advances, changing views and ideologies  
                         towards English, community expectations) 
 
 
                                                         5. Feedback Loop 
 
 

The second component of the model is the environment that surrounds the 

organization. All education systems are open systems because they are heavily 

influenced by social change. Therefore, both domestic and global ideologies and 

discourses on education, pedagogical practices, EFL practices, and methods in 

communicative language teaching and learning are also forms of environmental 

influence. For this reason, the organization in Figure 1 is surrounded by dashes to 

symbolize its openness and interaction with the environment. 
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The third and fourth components of the model are input and output. Input 

consists of such things as administrative staff, teachers, learning materials, equipment, 

students, and funding. Culture is also an important form of input. Output concerns 

graduates in the form of trained citizens, new knowledge, research, information on 

student and school performances, or what is commonly referred to as academic 

achievement. Another form of output is culture. In this study, across the structure of the 

organization is MEXT, the Boards of Education, and the three schools, which all create 

their own artifacts, narratives, assumptions, ideologies, forms of communication, 

behaviors, and communities of practice. These are also forms of output. 

The last component of the model is the feedback loop, which means that output 

from the organization moves out into the environment, which it influences and changes. 

In this instance, where the education system is the organization, then the environment is 

Japanese society. Graduates leave the education system and become members of 

society. Their participation in society influences society through their ideas and actions. 

As the environment changes, this influences the organization in a symbiotic 

relationship. This process repeats itself in a continuous loop. 

There are three benefits of combining the open systems theory model with an 

ethnography of language policy. The first is the flexibility. The theory and model can be 

applied to large-scale systems, such as an education system or small-scale components, 

such as a school or a single classroom. This adaptability allowed me to maintain the 

same conceptual approach to analysis regardless of the scale. In terms of language 

education policy, the text is the same across the micro-, meso-, or micro-levels. 
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However, the perceptions and understandings of the policy changes with the scale (Hult, 

2010; Johnson, 2010). For example, at the macro-level, it is a national policy to be 

applied to all areas across the nation. However, at the meso-level it is a policy that is 

required to meet the needs of a particular school district or area, such as a prefecture or 

city. The contents of the policy remain the same, but the scale is regional rather than 

national. Furthermore, at the micro or school-level, the contents must meet the demands 

of that particular community, school, and classroom. Though it is the same policy 

document, it is not viewed, understood, and appropriated in the same manner because 

individual situations differ. 

The second benefit is that the open systems theory model enables me to envision 

the processes and mechanics involved in language policy implementation. It cannot be 

assumed that a policy remains unchanged as it travels through the process of creation, 

interpretation, and implementation. Therefore, the actions and interactions between the 

different levels, groups, and individuals are possible places where conflict, tension, 

misunderstandings, and altercations over policy—either intentionally or 

unintentionally—can occur. 

The third benefit is that it provides a solid framework for the contextualization 

of the whole study. Changes in the political and socioeconomic environment that 

influence language policy are included in the model and are not left as an abstract 

footnote. This flexibility strengthens this study’s analyses and conclusions. For these 

four reasons, I have selected open systems theory and its model in combination with an 

ethnography of language policy as my conceptual framework. 
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One strength of using discourse analysis in an ethnography of language policy 

study is that it enables researchers to analyze the policy as text and as discursive 

practice as expressed in interview data. Discourse can be divided into three dimensions: 

discourse as text, discourse as discursive practice, and discourse as social practice, 

together with three modes of analysis: description, interpretation, and explanation 

(Fairclough, 2010, 2015). In the next section I explain the approach I used in analyzing 

the data from the three participating schools. 

 

Critical Analysis of Discourse 

The analytical methodology I used for this study was critical analysis of 

discourse (Blommaert, 2005; O’Halloran, 2011; Tollefson, 2006; Wodak & Savski, 

2018). This approach differs from critical discourse analysis (CDA), which remains a 

popular research tool in educational settings (see Rogers et al., 2005; and Rogers et al., 

2016 for a detailed metanalysis of critical discourse analysis research). Fairclough’s 

contributions to the field of discourse analysis are enormous and cannot be ignored, yet 

critical discourse analysis has been criticized for lacking a historical perspective, having 

a biased interpretation regarding representativeness, and being limited to modern 

societies where English is the first language. These limitations were addressed by 

Blommaert (2005, pp. 31–37). Critical discourse analysis should not be an analysis that 

reacts only to power, but rather an attempt to understand the nature and distribution of 

linguistic resources in a society. It should result in a critical language awareness about 

hidden dimensions of power and how discourse is subject to power and inequality. The 
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focus should be on institutional environments as sites to research the connections 

between language, power, and social processes (Blommaert, 2005, p. 34). 

There are five theoretical principles of critical analysis of discourse. First, 

language analysis must have an insider’s view and what language use means to them. 

Second, a critical analysis of discourse must recognize that language operates 

differently in different environments. Closely connected to that idea is the third 

principle, that any unit of discourse analysis needs to be language in its contextualized 

form in which the discourse occurred and not removed from the context it was created 

in and analyzed in isolation. Next, all language users have linguistic repertoires, 

sociolinguistic resources and modes of knowledge about language, but the distribution 

of resources and knowledge across society is not equal. Some people are denied access 

to certain resources and thus are not entirely free when they communicate; therefore, the 

notion of voice must be included in a critical analysis of discourse. Lastly, the analysis 

of discourse and its contextualization can no longer be framed and viewed as an isolated 

community; it must also include and account for the influences of globalization (Alford, 

2015; Blommaert, 2005). 

This last point regarding the inclusion of globalization is an important addition 

because the implementation of English as foreign language in Japan’s public elementary 

schools is in part a reaction to globalization and expressed through the discourse on 

global competition and sustained development (Kubota & Takeda, 2021; Smith, 2021). 

For example, the reasons given for introducing foreign languages in Japan’s elementary 

school curriculum and views towards foreign language teaching and learning are 
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interpretations from specific individuals situated in specific contexts, but also 

interconnected with a globalized environment. As mentioned in Chapter 1, international 

forces have exerted a strong influence on Japan’s education system, which led Baker 

and LeTendre to declare, “education as an institution has become a global enterprise” 

(2005, p. 3). For these reasons, on a theoretical level, I adopted Blommaert’s approach 

to discourse analysis and borrowed Blommaert’s terminology of critical analysis of 

discourse for this study. 

In order to help provide readers with the specific context of the language 

education policy under investigation, in the following section I introduce a brief history 

of Japan’s education system. The purpose is to provide readers a brief outline of the 

developments of Japan’s education system that are key to unlocking some of the 

assumptions and misunderstandings about Japan’s modern education system, especially 

regarding English education. In this section I highlight the ideological debate between 

the progressive stance towards education with the willingness to reform and adopt 

innovative ideas, contents, and methodologies against the conservative position that 

views the purpose of education as preserving tradition and culture. People who have 

advocated for a conservative approach to education perceived social change, especially 

change driven by foreign ideas and values, as a threat to national culture, language, and 

identity. This debate continues to the present day as people believe that elementary 

school should focus on L1 development and therefore is not the place to start learning a 

foreign language. 
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Conflicting Discourses in the Development of Japan’s Education System 

Japan’s modern education system, which is almost 150 years old, can be divided 

into two phases: the pre-war era (1872-1945) and the post-war era (1946-present). From 

the onset of Japan’s modern education system there has been a continuous ideological 

debate between progressives and conservatives over the purpose of public school 

education. This historical dialectic in Japan’s education system still operates today and 

plays a significant role in how the 2020 Course of Study has been conceptualized, 

designed, interpreted, and implemented in schools. This context is important because it 

helps explain why English is now being introduced into the public elementary school 

system and how the policy was developed. This contextualization is also important to 

understanding and analyzing the goals and contents of the policy and how those aspects 

of English education are related to the education system. 

As the pre-modern Edo Period (1603-1868) was ending, the new oligarch 

leaders of the emerging nation-state realized that they would have to create a national 

school system that would educate the population if Japan was going to modernize 

(Hane, 1992; Jansen, 2002; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999). The first suggested proposal of 

providing mass schooling involved a traditional method of education based on 

Confusion and Shinto ideals. This proposition was rejected by the oligarchy, which 

sought a modern version of schooling based on Western science and technology for 

industry, military, and the overall strength of the country. In order for Japan to move 

from a pre-modern society into a unified modern nation, the new national government 

implemented a course of action of policy-borrowing, which meant, in terms of 
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education, borrowing progressive pedagogies, methodologies, and ideas based on 

theories developed in France, England, Germany, and America (Hane, 1992; Morikawa, 

2017). The new government developed several slogans to create a new discourse and 

ideology for modernization, such as ‘civilization and enlightenment’ (bunmei kaika), 

‘rich nation, strong army’ (fukoku, kyohei), and ‘increase production and industry’ 

(shokusan, kougyou) to rally and unite the population as the emerging nation-state 

began its journey of modernization out of the older pre-modern system (Erikawa, 2018); 

however, this journey of modernization would not be simple for Japan. Throughout the 

Meiji Era (1868-1912), the Taisho Era (1912-1926), and into the early Showa Era 

(1926-1989), opposing discourses arose from conservatives whose traditional 

ideologies, values, and beliefs constantly challenged the more progressive modernist 

philosophies and viewpoints. The discursive battle between traditional and modern 

ideologies has continued to influence and shape the new education system, even to the 

present day. The purpose of this section was to highlight the discourses that have 

existed in Japanese education so that it is easier to identify and understand why and how 

the new policy is being implemented. 

 

Progressive Discourses and Ideologies 

The first few years of the Meiji Era (1868-1912) proved to be extremely difficult 

for the newly formed government. Japan’s first Ministry of Education, established in 

July 1871, sought to import western science and technology in order to strengthen the 

country so that it would become a modern state. The new emerging education system, 
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introduced in 1872, was modeled after the French education system, but was soon 

abandoned with only a few new schools being built (Erikawa, 2018, p. 61; Hane, 1992, 

p. 102). By 1876, a different schooling system began to emerge; nevertheless, 

attendance was low, operating at about 28% of capacity. Less than half of the required 

53,760 elementary schools were open and the majority of operating schools were single 

classrooms run out of houses or local temples used by the pre-modern Edo era system 

(Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999, p. 15). The government needed to make changes to establish 

confidence in the new centralized education system. Thus, it began importing and 

spreading progressive ideas and principles. 

These modern discourses were propagated in three ways: by sending elites 

abroad for training and learning, by hiring of foreign technical advisors by the Japanese 

government, and by establishing a translation section in the Ministry of Education. 

First, the government needed to gather information about modern statehood and 

advancements in science and technology, so early academics and government officials 

were sent abroad to study. Many of these foreign-trained linguists and administrators 

studied English, French, German, or Russian in addition to other fields such as 

engineering, medicine, law, politics, and literature. They brought back books and ideas 

that they thought needed to be introduced to Japanese society. Upon returning to Japan, 

many of these people worked for the government or at the newly formed middle schools 

and universities (Erikawa, 2018; Yamasaki, 2017). Through their work the government 

was able to develop a narrative of ‘civilization and enlightenment’ (bunmei kaika) with 

the general population as Japan moved towards modernization. 
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Second, between 1868 and 1889, nearly 2,300 technical advisors and teachers—

56% of which were English speakers—were employed by the Japanese government 

(Erikawa, 2018). Although some of these foreign technical advisors provided military 

and engineering advice, the majority were involved in teaching law, medicine, science, 

and literature and actively promoting western notions of independent thinking, 

individualism, utilitarianism, and self-advancement (Brown, 2018; Yamasaki, 2017). A 

new and modern education system would be based on ideas of meritocracy and 

functionalism with the acquisition of western arts and sciences as the main purpose 

(Morikawa, 2017). 

Third, the translation section of the Ministry of Education worked to 

communicate modern ideas of pedagogy, school administration, and education systems 

to teachers, administrators, and the general public. Some examples of these translations 

were Samuel Smile’s Self Help, and the writings of Herbert Spencer, but a wide range 

of topics were covered, from children’s fairy tales, books on play and childcare, to 

philosophical treaties. These translations were also used to develop and support better 

teacher-training programs (Yamasaki, 2017). In 1878, the translation section introduced 

a new term, kyoiku, for the English word education. New policies for educating the 

general population began to include the word kyoiku. This change signified a new 

notion of knowledge in contrast to traditional views of schooling that made a distinction 

between learning (e.g., gaku and manabi) and practice (e.g., shu and narai). This new 

term kyoiku was to replace those older terms that suggested traditional moral 

instruction, memorization of classics, and physical training. 
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By introducing a new vocabulary through its translation section, the government 

injected new ideas and shifted the discourse of education to be the schooling of citizens 

through the shared experiences of kyoiku or education. The new discourse of 

modernization strove for greater economic prosperity and argued that a modern state 

could not be built with an education system that centered on traditional values of 

benevolence, loyalty, righteousness, and filial piety (Morikawa, 2017; Okano & 

Tsuchiya, 1999). Not only in education, but the absorption of western ideas by various 

groups in Japanese society used the discourse of modernization to promote progressive 

ideas of universal suffrage, freedom of speech, gender equality, workers’ rights, and 

pacifist movements. 

 

Conservative Discourses and Ideologies 

Not everyone accepted the progressive view of modernization. A discourse of 

mistrust and aversion toward Western learning and things foreign was always present 

throughout the Meiji Restoration and had been around long before it began (e.g., 

Wakabayashi, 1991). Some rural communities found the contents of the lessons in the 

emerging education system irrelevant to their lives and traditionalists opposed learning 

about Western civilizations (Hane, 1992). In more extreme instances, traditionalists 

even went as far as burning down the newly constructed western-looking school 

buildings, and they assaulted teachers who adopted western clothing (Morikawa, 2017). 

Conservatives continually criticized the education system for promoting 

individualism and self-reliance, which were seen as the antitheses of traditional norms 
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and values. They argued that learning about western arts and science should not take 

precedence over learning the virtues of righteousness, benevolence, and loyalty and that 

the fundamental goal of education was the welfare of the nation (Morikawa, 2017). As 

early as 1875, the newly appointed councilor of education, upon returning to Japan from 

Europe and America, echoed this sentiment and declared that Japan’s modern education 

should be about the welfare of the nation and not for the advancement and welfare of 

individuals. 

With growing industrialization, the main goal of schooling in the late Meiji Era 

(1868-1912) shifted from individual self-improvement to creating human resources for 

the emerging state (Hane, 1992; Jansen, 2002; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999). Mori Arinori, 

Japan’s first official Minister of Education, viewed the purpose of education to be for 

the service of the nation, not the individual. Mori believed that western values, such as 

individualism, utilitarianism, and competition, which had been stressed at the beginning 

of the Meiji Era (1868-1912), were bad influences on modern Japanese society. As 

Minister of Education, Mori made several influential changes to Japan’s education 

system, such as establishing high schools to train elite students, making the first six-

years of school compulsory, having the Ministry of Education take further control of the 

curriculum, and designing the Imperial Rescript on Education (1890), thus placing 

moral education and patriotism at the centerpiece of Japan’s education system (Hall, 

1973). This change in the purposes of education would not only be reinforced in the 

curriculum and textbooks, but also with numerous rituals and ceremonies that the 
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Ministry of Education introduced into the schooling system throughout the Meiji Era 

(Gluck, 1985). 

During this era of modernization, ideologies surrounding the Japanese language 

with national identity and nationalism were strongly linked (Carroll, 2001; also, 

Anderson, 1983). Yet, the Japanese language was viewed by some intellectuals as 

problematic and an insufficient tool for building a modern nation, which became 

motivation for language planning in Japan (Burns, 2003). First, spoken Japanese 

differed greatly across the numerous regional domains, which made communicating 

difficult. In addition, written Japanese, which relied heavily on knowledge of Chinese 

and was difficult to master, was not known by everyone. Though premodern Japan did 

have a good system of education and had relatively high literacy rates in urban areas, 

the vast majority of the rural population remained illiterate (Duke, 2009). Education 

Minister Mori suggested that the Japanese language should be replaced by English. 

Some scholars have questioned exactly what Mori meant by this proposition (see Hall, 

1973 and Heinrich, 2012 for more complete investigations), but regardless of Mori’s 

intent, the Japanese language, especially the writing system, was viewed as a barrier to 

development and the creation of a strong nation that could be on equal terms with other 

countries. Reformers argued that the Japanese language needed to change, so Japanese 

scholars focused on the type of script and then eventually on the style of script used. 

These early attempts at language revisions were criticized by conservatives who thought 

that the time-honored ways of writing were important and any changes were a threat to 

traditional culture. Language debates continued for several decades and eventually in 



 58 

1902 the Ministry of Education took the three separate subjects of reading, composition, 

and calligraphy in the elementary school curriculum and combined them into a single 

subject, kokugo, or national language (Morikawa, 2017). 

What is important to remember, in terms of the English language, is that it had 

first been introduced into the school system only to train elite students for the 

government and military. In the first years of the Meiji Era (1868-1912), there was no 

subject called Foreign Languages, but some elementary schools offered simple English 

lessons on topics such as English Vocabulary, Learning the Alphabet, and Reading 

(Erikawa, 2018). Coincidentally, in those early years of the Meiji restoration, English 

was the mode of instruction at elite middle schools, but it was abandoned around the 

late 1880s because it was thought to be equal to learning under an imperial power 

(Brown, 2018; Sasaki, 2008). Middle schools continued to offer Foreign Languages and 

students could select either English, French, or German (Erikawa, 2018). 

By the 1920s, Japan’s education system began to grow. Throughout the 1920s, 

student enrolment in schools rose and by the end of the decade, the student population 

in junior high schools doubled, the number of students continuing beyond compulsory 

education to high school rose 107%, and enrolment in vocational schools increased by 

84% (Erikawa, 2018, p. 131). During this same time period, Japan’s war with China 

was escalating. There was a popular movement to have English abolished from the 

junior high school curriculum. A proposal was sent to Cabinet suggesting that the 

number lesson hours for English and math be reduced to make room for more 

community oriented learning and moral education (Erikawa, 2018; Kimura, 2017). 
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During this time, junior high schools had two tiers. The number of English lessons in 

the first tier was reduced, but remained the same in the second tier, which had a student 

enrolment over three times as that of the first tier, meaning most junior high school 

students were not affected by the reduction (Erikawa, 2018). With Japan’s expansion 

into China, learning Chinese was considered important, but most junior high schools 

(98.2%) offered only English lessons, with five schools offering English and Chinese, 

three schools offering English and German, and two schools offering English and 

French (Erikawa, 2018). English was the main foreign language taught in schools until 

the total war effort radically changed the school system with the creation of national 

schools (kokumin gakkō) where teaching was changed to a hybrid of training and 

academic learning through a new word jugyō or lessons (Kimura, 2017). English 

remained a subject at the tertiary level and was viewed as a “key” to elite education 

(Erikawa, 2018), but it was never viewed to be important for the whole country to learn, 

so it was never included as a subject in elementary schools. In other words, societal 

bilingualism or multilingualism was never promoted and the ideologies of English 

education were never equated with the socioeconomic development of the nation. 

To conclude this section, during this period from 1868 to 1945 there was a 

constant dialectical tug-of-war between progressive and traditional discourses on the 

contents and purposes of public school education in building a modern Japan. People 

who advocated for a progressive and modern society saw the education system as a 

means of promoting positive social change. Other individuals viewed those social 

changes as a threat to sovereignty, culture, and national identity. They believed that the 
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education system should promote traditional values and viewed influences from 

overseas as a threat. This ideological debate began from the onset of Japan’s education 

system and continues to this day. In the next section I outline the developments that 

occurred after WWII and explain how those changes are important to understanding 

educational reforms and how English was being taught in the education system. 

 

The Post-War Era (1946 to present) 

After the defeat of Japan in WWII, the Allied Forces worked to change the old 

Japanese imperial education system into a more democratic and egalitarian system 

(Dower, 1999; Jansen, 2002; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999). Foreign language education 

was reintroduced with a new school system in 1947. The new education system 

modeled on that of America, with six years of elementary school followed by three 

years of both junior and senior high school, and four years of university. Compulsory 

education was up to the end of Grade 9, or the end of junior high school. These changes 

continue to this day. 

Foreign language education began as an elective subject in junior high school, 

but by the end of the 1950s, English became part of the new entrance exams for high 

schools and eventually became a compulsory subject in junior high schools (Butler, 

2007; Sasaki, 2008). From the beginning of the 1960s to the end of the 1980s, English 

was taught as a foreign language in public and private junior and senior high schools 

and was never considered part of the public elementary school curriculum. From this 

period onward, foreign language learning in Japan’s public education system has always 
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been either controlled or managed by MEXT (Aspinall, 2013; Sasaki, 2008; Seargeant, 

2011). In the next section I provide a detailed account of the history of English as a 

foreign language in Japan’s public elementary school system. 

 

Discourses on English Language Policies to Date 

Before globalization became a keyword, internationalization was used widely. 

By the early 1980s, Japan’s economic growth enabled more citizens to travel abroad 

and more people were visiting the country. The Japanese government was facing 

increasing pressure to open Japanese markets to foreign companies and integrate the 

country more with the international community. Japanese business leaders called for 

changes in the education system because the country needed a more highly skilled and 

educated workforce in this era of internationalization (Butler, 2007; Kubota & McKay, 

2009; Schoppa, 1991). 

On the educational front, the government took a bold initiative and established 

the Japan Exchange and Teaching Program (JET Program). In a detailed examination of 

this top-down education initiative, the Japanese government hired native English 

speakers to become English language teachers in Japan’s junior and senior high schools. 

Their goal was to provide English lessons and international understanding in classrooms 

across the nation (McConnell, 2000). This top-down policy echoed the government’s 

Meiji-era policy of hiring foreign advisors to introduce Western science and technology. 

However, the focus of education reform and English policy reform at that time 
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remained mostly at the high school and university levels (Aspinall, 2013; Cave, 2007, 

2014; Schoppa, 1991). 

The timeline for elementary school English is relatively short, but its origins 

date back to the early-1970s. In Chiba Prefecture, an area near Tokyo, several 

elementary schools initiated after-school English club activities (Matsukawa, 1997). 

Though these activities were positive additions to the internationalization efforts, they 

did not lead to English being taught or learnt in regular classes. That would not happen 

until 1992 when two schools in Osaka city, Sanadayama Elementary School and 

Ajihara Elementary School, became the first MEXT-designated pilot-schools to perform 

action research on how to teach English at the primary level (Matsukawa, 1997, p. 11). 

From that pilot-project, the situation regarding elementary school English lessons 

advanced quickly. By April of 1994, 12 public elementary schools were selected to 

become pilot-schools for elementary school English. Two years later in 1996, an 

additional 34 public elementary schools were added, so there was one pilot-school in 

each prefecture. 

Throughout the 1980s, Japanese education was a source of international 

attention and admiration (e.g., Hendry, 1986; Lewis, 1995; Rohlen, 1983). Over the 

same period, however, the domestic view of Japan’s education system was not 

favorable (Hashimoto, 2007; Okano & Tsuchida, 1999). The pressure of entrance 

exams, escalating school violence, bullying, and increasing numbers of dropouts were 

creating what Takayama (2009) referred to as a “legitimacy crisis” (p. 130) in Japan’s 
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education. Many educators and social critics in Japan saw the need to reform Japan’s 

education system because the country faced many economic and social challenges. 

The crisis of an outdated education system that was perceived to be strict, rigid, 

and high-pressure compelled MEXT to act. In 1996, the 15th Central Council for 

Education released a 160-page report covering a wide range of social and educational 

topics, such as the lack of freedom of choice for children, bullying, absenteeism, and the 

general expectations for education. It recommended that schools foster children’s “zest 

for living” through a more flexible and comfortable school system (yutori kyoiku) that 

could teach children new skills, such as problem solving and critical thinking skills with 

less memorization and rote learning. Other recommendations were a careful selection of 

educational content at schools, and the enhancement of education at home and in the 

local community; the implementation of a comprehensive five-day school week, 

meaning no more school on Saturdays; and improvements in school education in 

accordance with internationalization, informatization, the development of science and 

technology, and environmental issues. To accomplish this last recommendation, a new 

period of study called the Period of Integrated Studies was proposed. Two new catch-

phrases were also injected in the vernacular; ikiruchikara, which was loosely translated 

as “zest for living,” and yutori, which can be translated as “a flexible and liberal style of 

education free from pressure” (Higuchi et al., 2013; Matsukawa, 2003). Two years later 

in 1998, MEXT began fulfilling these recommendations for the 2002 Course of Study. 

These new policies and discourses on education reform were introduced by MEXT just 
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as globalization discourses were starting to emerge around the world and in Japan as 

well (Smith, 2021). 

By decentralizing some of the national curriculum, schools were given a certain 

degree of autonomy. Schools were instructed to set aside a set number of instruction 

hours for the Period of Integrated Studies and select one of the following themes, 

International Education, Information Technology, Society and Welfare, or 

Environmental Studies. Some schools and school districts through the direction of the 

local Boards of Education selected English as a part of international education, whereas 

other areas did not. To support elementary schools conducting English activities MEXT 

published a handbook in 2001. The name English activities was given to elementary 

school English as a way of promoting a new method of teaching and avoiding teachers 

simply applying junior high school grammar-translation methods to elementary school 

lessons. MEXT was trying to promote a new pedagogical approach for English at the 

elementary school level, but was still taking a hands-off approach, which enabled local 

school districts and individual schools to conduct English lessons as they saw fit. 

MEXT never officially regulated how much schools could teach, so this unregulated 

approach unintentionally created large inconsistencies across the nation. Some 

communities, such as the cities of Kyoto and Naha, actively promoted international 

education and English activities by requiring all elementary schools in their districts to 

provide weekly lessons. Other areas took a more conservative approach and provided 

students with only a few class hours per year. Many school districts and individual 

schools selected other topics of interest and provided no English lessons at all. This 
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example demonstrates how policy processes work at the macro-, meso-, and micro-

levels in Japan’s education system. The amount of autonomy and agency that teachers, 

principals, and schools have is not equal across the education system. Thus, 

conceptualizing and investigating how the education system works at all three levels, 

especially the meso-level, is valuable for the field. 

The decentralized approach described above created ideological spaces in the 

curriculum for the continued dialectical debate between progressive and traditional 

discourses to reappear. This time the debate was between the reformists, who under the 

heading of International Education, advocated for a contemporary education system that 

was open and focused on teaching modern skills for a changing society. In contrast, 

traditionalists, under the banner of Environmental Studies, created a narrative of saving 

the environment while emphasizing moral education and idealizing traditional Japanese 

culture and way of life. In this way, the educational debate between progressive and 

traditional discourses developed from the late 1990s until the mid-2000s. 

The tide of change slowly appeared to shift towards the progressive side. In 

2003, MEXT released a white paper, Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English 

Abilities. This five-year action plan became a de facto foreign language policy that 

established how English language education and international education should be 

taught in schools (MEXT, 2003). This document was the first public MEXT document 

that declared the need to introduce English in the public elementary schools. In 2006, 

the 16th Central Council for Education published its report recommending that English 

be taught in all public elementary schools. The report advocated that English education 
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should foster linguistic and cultural awareness, promote positive attitudes towards 

communication, and deepen international understanding, yet be appropriate to the age 

and levels of physical and emotional development of the students. Two years after the 

Central Council’s report, MEXT announced that it would be making foreign language 

activities compulsory for Grades 5 and 6. English would be taught once a week for a 

total of 35 class-hours and the class time would come directly from the Period of 

Integrated Studies. Because it was not a regular academic subject, students would not be 

assessed. Though the official title was foreign language activities, the language to be 

taught was English. For the first time in its history, MEXT established the learning of 

foreign languages in public elementary schools. 

Though MEXT appeared to take a progressive stance towards elementary school 

English, this development came at the expense of local autonomy. MEXT’s laissez-faire 

approach granted local Boards of Education and individual schools the right to select or 

make their own materials. MEXT, nevertheless, had begun preparing English textbooks 

for Grades 5 and 6. This change means that the Ministry would decide what and how 

English would be taught and learnt for the entire country, regardless of regional 

interests and demands. Elementary school English suddenly had a centralized 

curriculum with one standardized textbook for every fifth grader and another for every 

sixth grader in the country. Those books were called Eigo Note I and Eigo Note II and 

two years later changed to Hi Friends! 1 and Hi Friends! 2. 

In 2009 MEXT announced that 99% of public elementary schools were offering 

English lessons in one form or another (Higuchi et al., 2013, p. 3). However, the 
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frequency could range from classes twice a week, to having a guest teacher speak to 

students once an academic year. The disparity across regions remained vast, providing 

justification for moving to a centralized curriculum by establishing national goals for 

contents, lesson planning, teaching methods, and in-service teacher development goals 

for all elementary school students and teachers. For the next ten years, elementary 

school foreign language education would be concentrated in Grade 5 and 6 with all 

students using the same textbook. This standardization ignored diversity among regions, 

communities, schools, and individual differences among students. However, this 

centralized regulation should have permitted a smooth transition when establishing 

English as an academic subject for Grades 5 and 6 and lowering the starting age of 

foreign language education to Grade 3. This study is an investigation into that process. 

In this chapter I outlined the ethnography of language policy and open systems 

theory and explained how I have operationalized them as the conceptual frame for this 

study. I described the background and the development of Japan’s modern education 

system and accounted for the continuous dialectical struggle between progressive and 

traditional discourses and ideologies on the nature of schooling and the role foreign 

language education has played in the political and socioeconomic development of the 

country. This historical context is important because the discursive battle between 

progressive and conservative views continues to this day and influences how the 2020 

English language education policy was developed and implemented in the schooling 

system. Without this contextualization within the broader historical aspect of Japan’s 

education system, policy analysis and interpretation remain incomplete. This is why I 
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use the conceptual framework that combines ethnography of language policy with open 

systems theory. In the next chapter I introduce the literature review, which has been 

informed by three areas of research: textual analyses of educational EFL policy 

documents; studies on discursive practices regarding the mechanisms of educational 

language policy implementation in the fields of language policy and planning and SLA; 

and findings on EFL language policy appropriation and classroom practices in 

neighboring countries before focusing on Japan. After that I identify the gaps in the 

research literature and then present my research questions. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Policy cannot be treated simply as an object, a product, or an outcome but, 
rather, it is a process, something ongoing, interactional and unstable. 

(Ball, 2017, p. 10) 
 

In this chapter I begin by reviewing studies on the textual analysis of education 

policy documents. These studies have identified internal gaps, revealed conflicting 

goals, and uncovered implicit ideologies in policy documents. I review studies in SLA 

before concentrating on Japan and the importance of the 2020 Course of Study on 

elementary school foreign languages. That section is followed by a review of research 

on policy as discursive practice, in which I analyze various stakeholders’ views on 

policy implementation. I then review research on elementary school EFL practices, first 

in neighboring countries, and then in Japan. Finally, the gaps in the research literature 

are identified and research questions are posited. 

 

Policy as Text 

Textual analysis of EFL policy documents remains important for four reasons. 

First, national educational policy documents are political agendas that express a 

government’s view of educational problems with set solutions to those problems (Dye, 

2013). Thus, political and socioeconomic reasons—both domestic and international—

should be specified to justify why that policy was created and implemented. It is 

important to investigate the reasoning and ideologies behind policy formation in order 
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to decide if the rationale remains constant and aligns with other components of the 

policy. Several researchers have used textual analysis of policy documents to register 

changes in discourses and objectives across time (e.g., Bjørnsrud & Nilsen, 2014; Zhou, 

Rinne, & Kallo, 2018). Several SLA studies have shown evidence that policy can both 

alleviate and create problems due to gaps in the policy and imbedded competing 

discourses and ideologies. For example, an inquiry into elementary school EFL policy 

in China identified the use of vague references to international research in policy 

documents as being enough to justify lowering the starting age of English despite the 

insufficient preparation for policy implementation in schools (Hu, 2007). A study in 

Quebec exposed contradicting views that neo-liberal ideologies promoting primary 

school ESL programs as a necessity for maintaining economic competitiveness were 

also viewed as a social and cultural threat (Fallon & Rublik, 2011). Another 

investigation on educational policies in Cambodia revealed hidden ideologies and 

conflicting discourses on educational choice and the need for EFL education (Clayton, 

2008). These studies have demonstrated how the textual analysis of policy documents 

can expose explicit and implicit discourses and ideologies. They also help us appreciate 

the effect that the discourse of globalization is having on the sometimes uncritical and 

hasty implementation of EFL at younger ages. One question that arises is how the 

discourse of globalization is affecting English language policy in Japan’s most recent 

Course of Study. 

Second, issues of bilingual education, language status, language ideologies, and 

the short- and long-term advantages of EFL education in the schooling system and in 
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society are expressed in the policy. An educational language policy can have explicit 

and implicit ideologies that affect language beliefs, practices, and regulate power in 

schools and communities (Spolsky, 2004; Tollefson, 2002; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). 

For example, one recent investigation unveiled how a discourse of “hopeful vision” 

(Hult, 2012, p. 240) was expressed and repeated in various EFL policy documents in 

Sweden where English was given a dual role as a global language, but also a localized 

language within Swedish society that could help position Sweden and its citizens on the 

global stage. Hult argued that this interpretation positioned English higher than other 

foreign languages in the Swedish linguistic hierarchy compounding existing tensions 

that surround EFL policy in Sweden. The views of L2 use in schools and communities, 

and the relationship between the L1 and L2—Japanese and English in the case of this 

study—are expressed in the 2020 Course of Study documents. It is important to clarify 

whether such relationships and values of bilingualism are present and how they are 

portrayed in Japan’s schooling system. 

Third, beliefs about foreign language teaching and learning are also expressed in 

the policy documents and this information provides the benchmark on classroom 

practices. In a notable study, Nunan (2003), analyzed government documents and 

interviewed teachers and other stakeholders in seven countries in Asia. The findings 

exposed gaps between policy contents and the discourses that promoted a global view 

of English. In terms of elementary school English, Nunan verified that discourses that 

promoted an early starting age to learn English and principles promoting 

communicative language learning did not match with the realities of the classroom due 
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to insufficient teacher training and the teachers’ low English proficiency. Furthermore, 

planning for foreign language acquisition in the schooling system is not risk free and 

framing elementary school EFL as necessary for all students to enter the global 

community is a claim that is yet to be verified (Baldauf et al., 2010; Kaplan et al., 

2011). These researchers have questioned the assumption that all elementary school 

children have the desire and aptitude to learn a foreign language. To confirm some of 

these assumptions, a recent study by Chen at al. (2022) examined Grade 1 and 3 

elementary school students’ attitudes towards learning English (L2) and Chinese (L1) 

and any positive or negative effects on L1 acquisition. Though the results were 

encouraging, with children reporting positive attitudes towards both L1 and L2 

language learning, the researchers emphasized the importance of contextual factors, 

such as the quantity and quality of lessons, the teacher’s English proficiency, and age-

appropriate materials to name a few important factors for success. Consequently, 

policies that underestimate the complexity of language learning, provide insufficient 

time-on-task lesson hours (usually only one to two lessons per week) where the contents 

are hardly used outside the classroom, and lessons are taught by unqualified teachers are 

not the proper conditions to achieve the level of fluency that policymakers desire 

(Bland, 2015; Enever, 2015, 2018; Kaplan, et al., 2011). Therefore, it is imperative to 

identify the linguistic aims and goals of the 2020 English Course of Study and how they 

are to be reached. Without this information, evaluations on how policy is implemented 

in the classrooms is unachievable. 
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In addition, it was important to clarify which education language policies would 

be analyzed in this study and why others were not. There are many types of education 

policies and they are as diverse as the communities they serve. Public policy, as a 

process, has six phases: (a) problem identification requiring government action; (b) 

agenda setting, which focuses attention on what will be decided; (c) formulating 

proposals and selecting policy options; (d) developing support for policy; (e) 

implementation, and; (f) policy evaluation. Some phases can be emphasized more than 

others depending on the function of the policy (Dye, 2013, pp. 16–17). For this study I 

divided Japanese EFL policies into curriculum policies and agenda-setting policies. The 

difference is that curriculum policies are focused on pedagogical issues of curriculum 

content and classroom practices. Agenda-setting policies center on identifying societal 

and educational problems and proffer macro-level solutions, such as the Action Plan 

stated above. I acknowledge that these two terms are not mutually exclusive, and some 

policies have components that overlap. Education language policies do not fit easily 

into one of these categories (Johnson & Freeman, 2010; Schiffman, 2006; Tollefson, 

2002); however, by making this distinction I am drawing attention to the difference 

between the Course of Study from other agenda-setting policies. 

The education policy that formulates the contents of lessons and classroom 

practices is the Gakushu Shido Yoryo, the Course of Study. Each subject has its own 

Course of Study document. In Japan’s centralized education system, the Course of 

Study sets the goals and contents of what will be learnt, establishes how classes should 

be taught, ascertains learning outcomes and classroom assessment, and frames the 
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contents of school textbooks (Azuma, 2002; Tahira, 2012). Because I focused on the 

implementation of EFL classes in three public elementary schools, the elementary 

school English Course of Study is the main policy document that was analyzed. 

I searched the CiNii and J-Stage databases but was unable to find research 

concerning the elementary school English Course of Study. In an examination of the 

first elementary school textbooks, Horii (2015) noted the importance of the Course of 

Study but did not analyze the document. Another study critical of MEXT’s initial 

elementary school textbooks suggested that “MEXT should publish a textbook that 

focuses on explicit skills instructions in reading, grammar vocabulary and vocabulary to 

help students achieve language proficiency” (Ng, 2016, p. 221). A reading of the 2011 

Course of Study reveals that language proficiency and grammar were not the goals of 

the course. Though there has been an increased interest in textbook analysis (e.g., 

Curdt-Christiansen & Weninger, 2015; Schneer, 2007), research on English elementary 

school curriculum policies, especially in Japan, remains an overlooked topic. 

Analyses of the Course of Study in other subjects and school levels have been 

conducted. One such study concerned the political and education processes behind the 

curriculum changes of reconfiguring a new subject of seikatsuka, or Life Sciences in 

Grades 1 and 2 in the late 1980s (Ishii, 1998). Ishii investigated the political and 

educational processes of subject formulation, which had been the first in Japan since the 

end of WWII. This paper is significant for two reasons. First, it exposed the 

complicated process of education policy formulation at the national level. Second, it 

demonstrated the continuous ideological debate between progressive and conservative 
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views towards education in Japan. Ishii’s detailed investigation revealed the slow and 

complicated processes of education policy creation in Japan and how it took decades to 

introduce the policy into the national curriculum. One reason for this slow process was 

the actors involved. Ishii explained how the Central Council on Education, the Ministry 

of Education, and business organizations were all involved in policy formulation and 

they pushed their own agendas. Ishii argued that competing progressive and 

conservative ideologies at the national level surrounding the creation of a new subject 

that took the form of disputes over the role and purpose of moral education, pedagogical 

debates surrounding child-centered approaches, and the contents of subjects. 

Several researchers have examined the contents of agenda-setting policies. In an 

article critical of English language policy reform for the 21st century in Japan, Yoshida 

(2003) argued that MEXT policies from 2000 to 2003 suffered from a serious gap 

between idealistic policy objectives and the realities of the English classroom. The 

author stated that English language policy in Japan was being influenced by demands 

from the business community, which wanted to use English as an international language 

for commerce, thus advocating for communicative language teaching because the 

business community needs workers who can communicate in English. 

Another article in which document analysis was utilized revealed three 

ideological contractions in the de facto Action Plan that advocated curriculum reform 

(Butler & Iino, 2005). First, the authors questioned the policy claims that English will 

alleviate linguistic problems in a growing multilingual Japan. By making English a 

panacea, the policy makes English the dominate foreign language in Japan by endorsing 
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Japanese-English bilingualism without promoting “communicative integration among 

linguistically heterogeneous groups within Japan” (p. 39). Second, the authors noted 

that the policy called for streaming students based on the English language proficiency, 

which is a dramatic break from MEXT’s policy of providing egalitarian education. 

Third, the authors argued that the ambiguity between international understanding and 

English education, especially at the elementary level, was problematic for teachers, 

which has led to varying interpretations and implementation in classrooms. Those 

findings were supported by a similar study which analyzed several elementary school 

English policy reform documents (Esaki & Shintani, 2010). The researchers found that 

teachers had difficulty understanding the meaning of the aims and difficulties meeting 

the lofty goals and objectives of the policy documents. Further research on trends in 

English language education policy documents in Asia exposed globalization to be the 

leading ideological factor in justifying beginning elementary school EFL education 

(Butler, 2007). These findings revealed that policies that obfuscate EFL for young 

learners misunderstand the realities of the foreign language classroom and inadvertently 

place strains on schools, teachers, and students. 

In one recent study, Noda and O’Regan (2020) examined the high school 

English Course of Study. The researchers analyzed policy documents, interviewed three 

national policymakers, three regional education authorities, and 24 high school English 

teachers. The researchers found that participants situated at different places across the 

education system expressed their views differently towards the concept of yakudoku or 

grammar-translation method. National-level policymakers expressed the strongest 
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dislike towards yakudoku, while the expressions used by officials at the regional Boards 

of Education were less critical. Contrastively, the teachers still saw utility in the 

yakudoku methodology because they had to teach English for university entrance 

exams, which they felt focuses on English grammar knowledge. They also reported that 

teachers expressed resistance against the policy of conducting class all-in-English. The 

researchers concluded that the shift in policy has marginalized the Japanese language in 

terms of its use in high school EFL classrooms. 

Different results were found in a case study of four high school English teachers, 

who expressed positive views towards the new high school English Course of Study 

which promotes an English-only policy in classrooms (Saito, 2021). In this case study, 

the researcher examined policy documents and did extensive interviews and classroom 

observations of the four teachers. The researcher concluded that although the teachers 

varied in their use of English in the classroom, their teaching beliefs about 

communicative language teaching did not match with how they designed the contents of 

their lessons. These results demonstrated that there is a gap between what teachers think 

they do in the classroom and what actually is done. 

The studies mentioned above have shown that there are contradictory statements 

on educational goals between policies and even within the same policy. The results have 

revealed how the contents of policy documents sometimes match or mismatch with the 

realities of classrooms; however, they did not address the possible reasons why such 

incongruities exist in the first place. In a detailed examination of international education 

in Japan’s school system, Aspinall (2013) proposed why certain educational policy 
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decisions are made in post-industrial Japan. Aspinall investigated the development of 

international education policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s and the 

implications of globalization on education in Japan. By applying the framework of risk 

theory to national educational policymaking, Aspinall argued that policymakers in 

Japan are managing internal and external risks and opportunities in the era of 

globalization. This assessment is due to their management of weighing the risks of 

engaging or not engaging in certain policies, such as placing computers in classrooms, 

reducing class size, and proceeding with English education in public elementary 

schools. Aspinall’s conclusions made a strong contribution to language policy research 

and helped possibly explain why Japan has adopted inconsistent and sometimes 

conflicting attitudes towards foreign language studies at the primary school level. By 

examining policymakers’ behavior through the lens of risk-management, researchers 

can better understand why MEXT sometimes produces paradoxical statements and 

policies. Unfortunately, the examination of the current conditions in schools and how 

policy has been implemented was marginally researched, and the analysis of elementary 

school English was not thorough, and—in some places—incorrect. For these reasons, 

more research is needed on English education at the elementary school level. 

Policy borrowing is a long-established discipline in the field of comparative 

education. The discourse of globalization has intensified the spotlight on policy 

borrowing and the role it plays in constructing new normative standards (e.g., Fadel, 

Bialik, & Trilling, 2015; Trilling & Fadel, 2009) and analyzing education systems (e.g., 

Steiner-Khamsi, 2004; Zajda & Rust, 2009). However, the field continues to grow as 
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researchers move beyond traditional dichotomies and static transfers from one nation to 

another to richer understandings of educational knowledge (Beech & Artopoulos, 

2016). 

A model to analyze policy borrowing was developed by Phillips and Ochs 

(2003, 2004), who devised a four-stage process to conceptualize and understand the 

practices involved. First was cross-national attraction, which can identify elements of 

domestic dissatisfaction with the education system; negative external evaluation, such 

as low scores on PISA or TOEIC tests (e.g., Takayama, 2007, 2008, 2013, 2018); 

economic change; need for innovation in knowledge and skills; and political change. 

The authors argued that one or a combination of several of these elements might lead 

scholars to investigate situations in foreign countries, such as the scholarship on 

Finland; popular perceptions in the media of better approaches in education; and 

possibly a distortion, both accidental and deliberate, of evidence to highlight perceived 

domestic deficiencies (e.g., Takayama & Apple, 2008). This development leads to a 

search for foreign models of strategies, techniques, structures, and goals to solve 

existing, emerging, or potential problems. The second stage is where government and 

other agencies commence the process of change. Phillips and Ochs argued that these 

decisions might be more theoretical in nature and are difficult to adopt because there is 

no bona fide plan for implementation. Furthermore, if an insufficient understanding of 

critical context issues is not properly taken into account, that might lead to a belief that 

what can be implemented in one context works in another. Implementation, the third 

stage, requires political and economic support. The pace of implementation also 
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depends upon the adaptability of certain measures in the face of long-standing 

procedures (e.g., certification, training, assessment, and evaluation) plus the support of 

stakeholders situated across the education system. In the last stage, internalization, the 

policy becomes part of the system and previous external features or procedures are 

absorbed and synthesized to become part of the new system. This model has been 

influential in understanding the processes involved in policy borrowing, but it does not 

shed light on the reasons why this process happens in the first place. 

Global forces of education are not imposed on Japan, but rather local domestic 

agencies, such as MEXT, are able to pursue their own interests by manipulating global 

forces. In developing a theory of “political attraction in education” Phillips (2004) 

argued that what is truly transferred and adapted are not educational practices, but the 

political discourses associated with the practice. This rationalization of local agency 

helps explain why there is variation of contents, timeframes of adaption, and various 

degrees of success as a new discourse is introduced into the education system. 

Steiner-Khamsi (2004, 2016) also presented a new way of looking at policy 

borrowing. She argued that policy borrowing is the rule, not the exception. Policy 

borrowing began with the selection of a “reference society” and that particular country’s 

education system became the benchmark to borrow from, which in terms of Japan’s 

education system, I summarized in Chapter 2. However, instead of a single country, 

now abstract terms such as international standards, best practices, and twenty-first 

century skills have become politically powerful and are used as reasons for setting new 

education agendas, even though the meanings remain unclear. Steiner-Khamsi referred 



 81 

to this as “global speak” and further argued that globalization should not be considered 

an external force, but “a domestically induced rhetoric that is mobilized at particular 

moments of protracted policy conflict to generate reform pressure and build policy 

coalitions” (Steiner-Khamshi, 2016, p. 384). Steiner-Khamsi argued that the selective 

borrowing of international standards is an attempt to survive as a national educational 

system, as international education credentials are becoming more valuable than 

domestic degrees. What is important here is understanding how the discourses of global 

educational reforms are articulated in the 2020 Elementary School Course of Study 

documents and what the various stakeholders’ views towards these discourses are. 

In this section I have provided examples that illustrate the importance of a 

textual analysis of educational language policy documents to reveal explicit and implicit 

discourses and ideologies, expose conflicts within and between policies, clarify 

language status, and record changes across time and space. The aforementioned books 

and studies on textual analysis of policy documents are focused on elementary school 

English. Analyses of policy contents have revealed the socio-economic reasons why 

previous agenda-setting policies were formulated, what the goals of the policy are, and 

how they should be achieved. Beliefs about foreign language teaching and learning, and 

viewpoints about L2 use in schools and society were also articulated in those policy 

documents. However, gaps still remain. The Course of Study is a well-known document 

in Japan’s education circles and is the national standard of the school curriculum, which 

is based on equal opportunity in education, from elementary schools through to high 

schools, encompassing both public and private institutions (Nakayasu, 2016). Schools 
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are required by law to follow the Course of Study for all grades and for all subjects 

(Stevenson, 2002). Despite the importance of the Course of Study as a policy text, no 

researchers have conducted a comprehensive analysis of the 2020 Elementary School 

English Course of Study. Without this document analysis of policy as text, 

stakeholders’ views towards the policy and how it is being appropriated in classrooms is 

void of context. Therefore, it is essential to examine that policy text to understand the 

contents of the policy and compare it with participants’ views and actions. In the next 

section I present studies of how educational policies have been implemented in 

classrooms and the issues involved. 

 

Policy as Discourse 

It is important to contextualize language as a social practice in order to 

understand structure and agency and how they enable and restrict stakeholders’ 

interpretations of language policy (Sealy & Carter, 2004). Policy is a multi-layered 

process as well as a product that interplays with the contexts and the ideologies of that 

context. There are several education language policies categories, such as top-down, 

bottom-up, overt, covert, implicit, explicit, du jure, and de facto policies (Johnson, 

2013a). Education language policies cannot be confined to one label because they can 

be perceived differently by stakeholders in the education system. By the early 1990s, 

scholars were reacting to and writing about how social difficulties created a new 

discourse in language policy and planning that questioned old assumptions of power, 

authority, and social development (e.g., Canagarajah & Said, 2011; Erling & Seargeant, 
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2013; Phillipson, 1992; Tolleson, 1996). Now researchers conduct critical investigations 

of the discourses, ideologies, and power relations that affect language policy and 

planning (for a detailed analysis of the history of language policy and planning, see 

Heller, 2018; Johnson, 2013a; Ricento, 2000). Policy researchers now incorporate 

ethnographic research methods to gather various interpretations from the people 

involved at the national, regional, and local/classroom levels (Hornberger & Johnson, 

2007; McCarty, 2011; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996). With so many stakeholders 

involved across the education system, researchers should strive to understand the 

“spaces” between the layers because that is where negotiation of meaning and changes 

in interpretation occur between those involved. This is the approach I take with this 

study. In this section I examine investigations of policy as discursive practice. 

After examining national standards, social change, and educational reform, 

LeTendre (2002) concluded that the effectiveness of Japan’s education system is driven 

by regional networks. The author examined in-service professional development 

programs and summer workshops that used demonstration lessons and teacher research 

groups to ensure standardized instructional practices at the local and regional levels. 

LeTendre contended that the hierarchal institutional structure of the education system 

was constraining and exacerbated tensions between MEXT and teachers because of the 

vast differences across regional and local appropriation of policy initiatives. LeTendre 

argued that the idea of a central vertical education system in Japan was inaccurate and 

proposed that Japan’s education system should be conceived as vertically weak with 

strong horizontal networks between regional and local districts. This idea of horizontal 
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networks between local and regional areas is important in regards to policy oversight on 

how content and instructional practices are maintained in classrooms through in-service 

professional development programs and workshops. However, it is questionable if such 

a conceptualization works in terms of creating and implementing a new national 

educational language policy. Regardless of the differences in the aspects of educational 

policy processes, LeTendre’s paper confirms the importance of the regional Boards of 

Education, or the meso level of policy interpretation and appropriation. 

LeTendre’s (2002) conclusions were echoed in a case study of one local 

curriculum specialist (McConnell, 2002). The author argued that the work of the local 

Board of Education allowed for an incremental approach to policy reform in schools 

where, “Japanese teachers and local administrators have taken a top-down initiative in 

which they had absolutely no say, and over time they have mobilized knowledge and 

striven to mastery, while refusing to relinquish their own autonomy” (McConnell, 2002, 

p. 139). These two researchers stated the importance of the role the local Boards of 

Education play in policy implementation, yet this meso-level remains overlooked in 

terms of elementary school English in Japan. 

There has been an increased effort to understand stakeholders at the meso-level 

of policy creation and interpretation in other countries. One researcher from China 

examined a middle-level administrator’s view on English curriculum policies (Wang, 

2010). The conclusions from an investigation in Korea revealed how intentions of 

national policies are misinterpreted and applied differently at the regional level because 

those policies tend to change rapidly (Choi, 2019). By interviewing a high-ranking 
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educational officer in the Seoul Metropolitan Office of Education, Choi found that the 

mid-level policymakers’ agency was restricted by the continuous fluctuations in 

national policy. Tensions in the mid-level Board of Education rose from different agents 

taking differing positions creating situations where competing discourses were created 

between the national, regional and local levels. Similarly, the results from a study in 

Singapore revealed that administrative leadership practices in schools affect teacher and 

organizational abilities to effectively appropriate policy in classrooms (Chua & Soo, 

2019). The micro-structure or the organizational systems within schools influences how 

actors can effectively mediate national-level policy goals with micro-level policy 

processes of appropriation. These findings suggest that understanding the structure of 

schools and the national education system and how that structure influences agency is 

important to understanding how stakeholders unpack and transmit policy information. 

A rare insider view on the processes involved in how the Course of Study has 

been formulated and the important function it had in Japan’s centralized education 

system was presented by Azuma (2002). Azuma drew on his experience as a member of 

various national councils, committees, and editorial boards for elementary school 

science to provide a detailed sketch of the processes involved. Azuma explained that the 

creation of the Course of Study is part of a long process of policy formulation and 

education revisions. According to Azuma, MEXT receives recommendations and 

advice from 13 advisory councils, but the two councils that are important for curriculum 

development are the Central Council for Education, which make general or agenda-

setting policies, and the Curriculum Council, which recommends changes to the 
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framework of the national curriculum. Azuma stated that many members of the Central 

Council for Education also sit on the board of the Curriculum Council, with the latter 

having more academic curriculum and MEXT textbook specialists participating. The 

final report of the Curriculum Council, which meets every 10 years, becomes the 

foundation for the Course of Study for each subject. The next step is for MEXT to 

convene a writing committee, which consists of academic subject-matter specialists, 

school curriculum specialists from local boards of education, teachers, and MEXT 

officials to draft a new Course of Study (pp. 6–8). For this study I interviewed officials 

from MEXT and supervisors at the local Boards of Education to investigate their roles 

and views of the processes involved in policy creation and interpretation. 

Because elementary school English in Japan is relatively new, only a few 

researchers have examined teachers’ views of policy implementation. Researching 

educational reform in Japan and its influence on teachers’ work, Hooghart (2006) 

examined the Rainbow Plan that was introduced by MEXT in 2001. This plan was a 

broad multifaceted blueprint that outlined and explained changes to the national 

curriculum. The focus of the study was on teachers and how this plan had affected the 

way they were held accountable and illuminated the processes involved in policy 

implementation. The data were collected over ten weeks and included classroom 

observations, in-service professional development seminars, archival research, 

interviews with teachers and administrators, and a teacher questionnaire. The author 

argued that different aspects of responsibility and accountability were at the national, 

regional, and local levels. The author claimed that this policy, which was one of many 
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MEXT policies at the time, dramatically changed the face of education in Japan. This 

assertation is arguably incorrect because the plan was published after the Course of 

Study guidelines had been released in 1998. Rather, the Rainbow Plan should be 

viewed as a supplementary policy that supported the 2002 Course of Study. Another 

shortcoming is that the author tended to view teachers as a single entity and made no 

clear distinction between elementary, junior, or senior high school teachers. Though the 

conclusions should be taken with caution, this study included the meso-level of the 

policy process through interviews with authorities from local Boards of Education. The 

role that local Boards of Education play in policy implementation, which is the 

recontextualization of national policy to meet local needs, remains unresearched, 

especially in terms of elementary school English education. 

The tensions between progressive and traditional ideologies of Japanese society 

and the challenges of managing cultural and linguistic diversity in local schools was 

addressed in a study by Okano (2006). Okano did not examine English education 

policy, but she provided insight into how local educational authorities were dealing with 

social changes and the rise in the numbers of foreign nationals attending public schools. 

The author documented how the national and local educational agencies in certain areas 

are dealing with globalization and social changes in their communities with the increase 

in foreign workers. Okano suggested that Japan has struggled to deal with minorities in 

the education system because the national government education policies present 

Japanese society as “mono-ethnic entity” and this contradiction has had unintended 

negative consequences for foreign nationals, especially Korean nationals in Japan (p. 
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476). Okano argued that the increase of foreign workers has caused certain local 

educational authorities difficulties because the national government did not provide the 

required guidance and support. This conclusion was echoed in a study on elementary 

school language policy, which found that top-down education language policies that 

only promoted English ignored the needs of other language minorities in Japan (Butler, 

2007). The findings from these two studies demonstrate that there is a gap between top-

down directives that try to promote EFL programs and the realities in schools and 

communities that have diverse linguistic needs. Though possibly not intentional, top-

down educational language policies that push the acquisition of one specific foreign 

language rather than promote the acquisition of any foreign language fail to address the 

more dynamic realities of schools and communities. This issue reveals the political and 

pedagogical challenges that national policymakers face and demonstrates that 

educational language policy can be a double-edged sword. It also relates to the 

discourse of international education that promoted the learning of foreign languages and 

the discourse of globalization that promotes the learning of English. 

The aforementioned studies have contributed to a better understanding of how 

policy is created and interpreted at local levels. However, the meso-level, where local 

education authorities take national policy and recontextualize it to meet the demands of 

the communities under their jurisdiction, remains an understudied area, especially in the 

context in which elementary school EFL curriculum development was once localized 

but now has been standardized and centralized. It is essential to consider the importance 

of how language policy is recontextualized by local Boards of Education to meet the 
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EFL needs of the communities under their authority. This issue is another gap in 

previous research I address in this study. In the previous sections I examined studies on 

policy as text and policy as discursive practice. In the next section, I present findings 

from research on issues that surround how elementary school teachers appropriate EFL 

policy in their classrooms. 

 

Policy as Classroom Practice 

At the classroom level, research is drawing increasing attention to how teachers 

and students work together to negotiate the implementation of policy (e.g., Menken & 

Garcia, 2010). Many researchers have examined how teachers use agency to interpret 

and appropriate language policies in their classrooms. For example, the struggles of 

teachers to deal with bilingual policies that mismatch classroom realities have been 

examined in South Africa, the United States, France, and India. (Bloch, Guzulu, & 

Nkence, 2010; English & Varghese, 2010; Hélot, 2010; Mohanty, Panda, & Pal, 2010). 

Furthermore, language revitalization was investigated in New Zealand (Berryman, 

Glynn, Woller, & Reweti, 2010) and Peru (Valdiviezo, 2010); along with teachers’ 

struggles with mandated teaching methods for elementary school teachers in China 

(Wu, 2012; Zhang & Hu, 2010) and Israel (Shohamy, 2010). 

Numerous contextual factors affect whether a new foreign language program 

can be successful in the schooling system. Several researchers on foreign language 

education for young learners (e.g., Bland, 2015; Kirsch, 2008; Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 

2017) have argued for the importance of the physical environment in schools, the use of 
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the learners L1 when teaching, and the support for EFL learning in homes. Each of 

these factors is essential if children are to gain the full benefits of an earlier start to 

learning a foreign language. The use of storybooks, songs, rhymes, and games are all 

important for developing interest in languages and motivating elementary school 

students to learn, play in the target language, and want to learn more. Maynard (2012) 

argued for the importance of promoting intercultural understanding in elementary 

school foreign language programs because “learning another language enables the 

learner to step inside the psyche of another culture” (pp. 66–67). With globalization, it 

is reasonable to assume that it is as important as ever that young children become aware 

of other cultures and languages. 

Other contextual factors in schools, however, such as large classes with many 

students, limited teacher-training, the low English language proficiency of teachers, and 

the lack of familiarity with communicative language teaching also can affect how 

lessons are conducted. Though researchers have argued that young learners are creative 

and it is important to allow them to be creative when learning a foreign language (e.g., 

Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 2017), other researchers have posited that closed language tasks 

might be better suited for beginners (Kirsch, 2008). This contrast brings up an important 

question: Are Grade 6 elementary school students, who have been learning English for 

four years, still beginners? When one looks at the long road of foreign language 

education in Japan, with four years at elementary school, three years at junior high 

school, and another three years at high school, classifying Grade 6 students as beginners 

is logical. However, if we narrow the scope and only focus on elementary school, then 
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these new speakers of the language, compared to students in the other grades, are not 

beginners. Even Kirsch (2008) stated that language tasks that are not just repetitive but 

that are meaningful and engage students in authentic communicative activities in the 

target language are preferred to traditional language drills that focus on form through 

repetition. Therefore, it is important for elementary school teachers to find a balance 

between teaching the language while allowing students to experiment, make mistakes, 

and develop hypotheses about the new language and languages in general. 

At the primary school level in the Asian context, teacher training, competition 

with L1 literacy development, and urban/rural gaps have all been found to play 

influential roles in policy implementation (Spolsky & Moon, 2012). For example, in 

China and Vietnam, it has been a challenge to find and train a sufficient number of 

qualified teachers (Canh & Chi, 2012; Wu, 2012). In addition, the status of English and 

the need for L1 literacy development have been factors influencing EFL policy in 

Korea, and an urban/rural gap has become an issue in implementing Taiwan’s English 

language policy (Chen, 2012). Furthermore, researchers have found issues concerning 

the classroom learning environment, problems in collaborative teaching with native and 

non-native English speakers, and experiences learning English as factors influencing 

practical knowledge of EFL lessons in studies on elementary school teachers in Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and Korea (Carless, 2006; Chou, 2008; Moodie & Feryok, 2015). 

Correspondingly, concerns about elementary school teachers’ English proficiency 

(Butler, 2004) and effective language assessment have also been raised (Butler & Lee, 

2010). Similar issues have been shown to be factors that might influence the 
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implementation of elementary school EFL in Japan. For example, in an interview study 

with four elementary school English teachers in Japan, Harris (2017) found that the 

teachers lacked formal training and had limited resources, leading them to rely heavily 

on the MEXT-provided textbook. Harris’ findings further support Butler’s (2004) 

survey results, which indicated that teachers in Korea, Taiwan, and Japan felt that they 

were insufficiently prepared to teach conversational English at elementary schools. An 

interesting finding in Butler’s study was that the self-assessed proficiency levels 

correlated with the government’s involvement in English language education policy. 

The Korean government has played a central role English language policy and the range 

of self-reported English proficiency levels among the Korean teachers was the smallest, 

whereas Japan had the most decentralized approach of the three countries and the 

greatest proficiency range among teachers. 

Other researchers that have specifically examined the Japanese context have 

found that policy changes have an adverse effect on teachers. The results of one such 

study reported how teachers’ professional identities shifted in response to policy 

changes of accountability (Katsuno, 2012). The results indicated that policy changes 

can destabilize teachers’ professional identities. The results of a study by Fennelly and 

Luxton (2011) revealed that elementary school teachers felt burdened by the new policy 

implementations and lacked confidence in their ability to teach English. Similarly, 

Machida and Walsh (2015) used interviews and classroom observations to investigate 

teaching practices in elementary schools. The results revealed that those Japanese 

teachers were reluctant to work with foreign ALTs, preferred to team-teach with other 
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Japanese teachers because they could communicate in Japanese outside of class, and 

seldom spoke English in their lessons. The researchers surmised that the local Boards of 

Education have an important role and should take the lead in policy implementation. 

Unfortunately, the researchers did not interview supervisors at the local Board of 

Education. The reluctance of public elementary school teachers to work with ALT’s 

was confirmed in a separate study of the challenges of these new English teachers 

(Pearce, 2021). The survey results from 161 elementary school ALTs revealed that 

these teachers felt under-utilized and there was reluctance from the homeroom teachers 

to work with them. 

Anxiety is another issue for new language teachers. This topic was investigated 

in a study by Machida (2016). The author hypothesized that English language anxiety 

would be different between two districts because one area began teaching elementary 

school English five years earlier than the other. However, the results revealed no 

significant differences between the two school districts. The three factors affecting the 

participants’ English language anxiety levels were teaching experience, formal training 

experience, and perceived English proficiency level. The findings from a similar survey 

study conducted with elementary school teachers in Shimane prefecture revealed that 

the teachers’ top concerns were with their English proficiency, EFL teaching abilities, 

limited preparation time, and using the textbooks effectively (Otani & Tsuido, 2011). 

Finally, teachers’ perceptions of their English proficiency remain a topic of concern for 

them as they conduct English lessons (e.g., Butler, 2004; Elder, 2001; Lacorte, 2005; 

Nakata, 2010). 
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Few researchers have investigated the difficulties Japanese English teachers 

have faced with implementing policy changes. One such study examined how three 

private high school teachers dealt with the new policy requiring English teachers to use 

English as the medium of instruction (Glasgow, 2014). Interviews revealed that vague 

wording of policy goals led to uncertainty among these teachers. They also believed that 

there was a gap between policy directives and the realities of classroom practices, 

especially at their private schools where parents expected results be demonstrated by 

their children passing university entrance examinations and not a general increase in 

levels of English language proficiency. The teachers reported negative self-perceptions 

of their ability to conduct lessons in English and struggled to find opportunities to 

improve their English proficiency. Another researcher used exploratory factor analysis 

to examine how one novice teacher and another mentoring teacher worked together to 

address policy changes requiring English high school teachers to implement more CLT 

and use English as a medium of instruction (Thompson & Woodman, 2019). The 

authors found five factors—using English, communicative teaching, teamwork, student 

achievement, and managing workload—to be influence these teachers’ self-efficacy. 

The researchers concluded that teacher self-efficacy is reflected in previous beliefs 

about EFL and that social and cultural factors within the school, such as school 

leadership, stress management, and the work climate of the school, can also influence 

teacher self-efficacy beliefs. 

Not only high school but also junior high school English teachers have difficulty 

dealing with policy changes. Machida (2019) used a survey on teacher anxiety, 
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interviews, and classroom observations to investigate how public junior high school 

English teachers were dealing with implementating the policy requiring teachers to use 

English as the medium of instruction. These teachers reported high levels of anxiety to 

use English effectively as the medium of instruction. Most teachers reported struggling 

to follow the policy, lacked confidence in their ability to implement policy effectively, 

such as being able to explain grammar points using simple English explanations, and 

were concerned about detriment that might have on student learning. The author 

concluded that the importance of the local Board of Education to provide opportunities 

for these teachers to improve their English proficiency and skills of using English as the 

medium of instruction were the keys to the future success of the policy. 

Gaynor (2018) investigated how teachers at four elementary schools located in 

northern Japan dealt with the 2011 Course of Study, which introduced the mandatory 

once-a-week English as foreign language activities into the Grade 5 and 6 national 

curriculum. To my understanding, this was the only case study that also incorporated 

document analysis, classroom observations, and interviews with teachers. Over a two-

year period, Gaynor concluded that the previous 2011 Course of Study established 

English as the main linguistic resource necessary for Japan to participate in the global 

economy, but that was balanced by an ideological distinction between Japanese 

language, culture, and identity which was separated from English language learning. 

Gaynor concluded that the autonomy granted to local education authorities propagated 

inequality between schools in urban and rural areas. Gaynor also found that elementary 

school teachers did not view English lessons as important as other academic subjects. In 
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terms of classroom practice, this study concluded that many teachers relied on the past 

experiences as language learners and had difficulties conducting the advocated 

methodology of communicative language teaching. This gap led to difficulties because 

many teachers were conducting English lessons for the first time and working with an 

assistant language teacher, who was a foreign L1 speaker of English with limited 

knowledge and experience in Japanese elementary schools. 

Though Gaynor’s (2018) study provided valuable insight into how four schools 

dealt with implementing weekly foreign language lessons, there were limitations to the 

study. Interviews were conducted with only five teachers, one homeroom teacher at 

each school plus the ALT, who taught at one of the participating schools. The first 

round of interviews was conducted in March at the end of the 2011-2012 academic 

year. Then two participants were interviewed again at the beginning of the 2013-2014 

academic year. Extensive classroom observations were conducted at three elementary 

schools (34, 26, and 19) with informal discussions with teachers after the lessons. 

Though this study reveals how schools and teachers dealt with introducing foreign 

language activities, the author did not investigate the role of the local Board of 

Education in policy implementation and did not interview national level policymakers. 

Furthermore, the increased demands placed on teachers has made the teaching 

profession less appealing than it once was with several social commentaries questioning 

MEXT policies towards teachers (e.g., Akashi, 2020; Hisamitsu, 2019; Kimura, 2021; 

Nakamura, 2019). The long hours and difficulties that teachers face have long been an 

issue for elementary school teachers (e.g., Hatta & Nishida, 1991), but lately increased 
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stress levels among teachers (Furihata et al., 2021; Nomoto et al., 2015; Wakabayashi, 

2002) has led to early burn-out and job dissatisfaction in Japan (Miyahara et al., 2017; 

Nagai et al., 2007; Shimazu et al., 2003). Under these conditions, it is important to 

investigate how Grade 5 and 6 teachers adapt has they take on the national-level 

mandated challenges of teaching English as an academic subject. 

The studies cited above raise important issues to consider when looking at how 

elementary school, middle school, and high school teachers conduct classes in Japan. 

Most of these studies have involved classroom observations, and with the exceptions of 

Cave (2007) and Gaynor (2018), none were longitudinal case studies that included 

national level policymakers, supervisors at the local Boards of Education, and school 

principals. Surveys and interviews on teachers’ confidence, anxiety, use of teaching 

materials, and understanding of the curriculum policy have all made important 

contributions to identifying some of the classroom issues that teachers face. 

Nevertheless, for examining how teachers are appropriating policy in classrooms, 

multiple observations with various teachers across several sites will shed more light on 

classroom behavior in terms of teacher agency and policy appropriation. In this multiple 

case study, I examined multiple teachers for three years, providing enough data for a 

rich description of how EFL lessons were conducted in classrooms in this study, which 

can lead to improved classroom practices. 

In sum, I began this section by giving an account of studies in which discourse 

analysis was used to examine education language policies as text. I shed light on the 

fact that the elementary school English Course of Study, albeit the main policy on 
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curriculum, still remains overlooked in language policy studies in Japan. I then 

reviewed investigations of policy as discourse, explaining that some important 

stakeholders at the meso-level have been overlooked in their role in interpreting and 

transforming national policy to meet local demands. I then introduced examinations of 

classroom practices in the elementary schools. I shed light on the fact that studies 

without classroom observations cannot accurately report how teachers are conducting 

English lessons and how the English Course of Study is being appropriated in 

elementary school classrooms. How this plays out in classrooms across the country has 

long-term repercussions for English education in Japan. If policy implementation is 

successful, then eventually there will be positive gains in English proficiency among 

Japanese students. However, if the policy is unsuccessful there is a possibility for an 

unintended negative washback effect with more students disliking learning English at 

an even earlier age. 

 

Gaps in the Literature 

In this chapter I examined studies across various fields of the social sciences, 

such as language policy and planning, SLA, and comparative education. The references 

summarized above have advanced the fields of applied linguistics and education. An 

understanding of how education language policies, foreign language acquisition, and 

teaching practices come together in classrooms has improved. However, there are still 

several areas that require more research. In this study I address three gaps. 
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First, there has been no comprehensive document analysis of the policy that 

introduces English as a subject in Japan’s public elementary schools. Few researchers 

have analyzed the English Course of Study, even though it is the main policy document 

for schools to follow. The Course of Study outlines the contents and how English 

should be taught from elementary school through to high school. The Course of Study 

controls the contents of English language textbooks; the policy influences what English 

will be taught, when it will be taught, and how it will be taught. Nevertheless, this 

document remains an untapped source for understanding how English lessons are 

conceptualized in policy at the elementary school level. Without a comprehensive 

analysis of policy as text, any understanding of stakeholders’ views of English 

education and classroom practices is difficult to interpret and understand. 

Second, to my knowledge, there is no research into how stakeholders view the 

creation, interpretation, and appropriation of Japan’s elementary school English 

language policy. To understand the overall process of policy implementation, the 

stakeholders at each stage need to be interviewed. A few researchers have conducted 

interviews with teachers, but past researchers have not spoken with people involved in 

policy creation, such as MEXT officials and the MEXT advisors who wrote the policy. 

Their experiences and insights are important to understanding educational language 

policy creation. In addition, authorities at the local Boards of Education need to be 

interviewed to understand their role in policy implementation and possibly in the 

creation of sub-policies that are added onto the national policy. Because Japan is, for the 

first time, making English an academic school subject for Grades 5 and 6, this provides 
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an opportunity to understand the challenges of implementing such a policy. Their views 

on the contents provide a richer understanding of the policy documents. To my 

understanding, no such study has been conducted on Japan’s elementary school EFL 

policy that combines stakeholders at all three tiers of the education system. 

Lastly, although there has been considerable research into language classroom 

practices, no researchers have analyzed classroom practices together with teachers’ 

views of policy and their teaching. In most of the studies summarized above, teachers 

have been interviewed about their teaching, but the researchers have not included 

classroom observations. Being able to verify how teachers are conducting their lessons 

and comparing that to what they say about their lessons is important. Little is known 

about how elementary school teachers in Japan are implementing English as a subject. 

This is a new development in Japan’s education system and therefore it remains an 

unexplored area for the fields of SLA, language policy, and comparative education. 

Combining these three gaps of document analysis of policy text; interviews with 

stakeholders at the three macro-, meso-, micro-levels of policy implementation; and 

classroom observations together into one study will add to an understanding of the 

impact of introducing an EFL program into the education system and help gauge and 

understand the ripple effects that will occur. 

 

Aims of the Study 

The first aim of this research is to investigate how Japan’s elementary school 

English language policy is stated in text form. A critical analysis of the contents 
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determines the explicit and implicit purposes and goals of the policy. For example, do 

the goals and aims of elementary school English match the beliefs about the 

methodologies proposed on how English should be taught and learnt at the elementary 

school level? Does the socioeconomic and political rationale for introducing EFL at the 

elementary school level correspond with the policy goals and aims? Do these beliefs 

remain constant as the policy is communicated through the system, first from MEXT to 

local Boards of Education and then to the schools? In addition, an analysis of language 

used in the texts reveals hidden ideologies expressed in the documents. A 

comprehensive analysis of the policy as text is fundamental to understanding how 

policy is interpreted by stakeholders and implemented in classrooms. 

As stated in Chapter 1, because policy implementation is viewed as multilayered 

(Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996), it is essential to 

understand the processes from policy creation at the national level, through 

recontextualization at the local level, to classroom appropriation. It is beyond the scope 

of this study to investigate exactly how the policy was created. I only interviewed 

people after the Course of Study was complete and gathered information on their views 

afterwards. Therefore, the second aim of this study is to gather interview data from 

differing stakeholders across the education system involved in this process. Their views 

and opinions on the policy and how it was made provided a unique opportunity to 

understand the educational challenges of implementing a new EFL program. The 

participants’ views of elementary school English education, its function in Japan’s 

education system, and its role in society at large are important to understanding how 
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bilingual education has been planned, constructed, presented, consumed, and evaluated 

in a context such as Japan. Furthermore, insights into how the policy has been 

communicated between these stakeholders and recontextualized as it has passed from 

one level to the next is an important educational issue that can only be recorded in an 

ethnography of language policy. 

The last aim of this study is to seek a better understanding of how the 2020 

Elementary School English Course of Study has been appropriated in classrooms. 

Because the changes in EFL education in Japan’s public elementary schools were new 

at the time of this writing, classroom observations of English lessons as a subject for 

Grades 5 and 6 needed to be conducted. Understanding the challenges that schools and 

teachers face as they appropriate this policy in elementary school classrooms is 

important for researchers in SLA, language policy, and education. The dynamics and 

complexities of the language classrooms in Japan’s public elementary schools need to 

be researched more. Understanding the role of elementary school teachers as a foreign 

langue teacher in Japan is an area that remains unresearched. 

 

Research Questions 

Three research questions guide this study: 

1. How are certain domestic and international discourses expressed, both explicitly 

and implicitly, in the Course of Study, and what educational and sociopolitical 

ideologies are revealed in the policy documents?  
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2. How do the participants, who are positioned at different levels across the education 

system, view their role and what challenges have they encountered during the 

processes of English language policy creation and transmission? 

3. How did the three participating schools approach policy implementation and how 

close did the teachers’ appropriation of EFL lessons correspond with principles in 

the new Course of Study?  

 

Summary 

In this chapter I reviewed studies on how language policy and planning research 

has developed in the past 30 years to where now vibrant research is continuing to be 

focused on the processes and teachers involved in language policy in educational 

settings. That review was followed by an outline of key findings regarding research on 

policy as text, policy as discursive practice, and policy appropriation in classrooms. 

Lastly, I concluded by outlining the gaps that the current research is designed to address 

and specified the research questions that are the focus of the study. 

In the next chapter, I outline the methodology employed in this study, beginning 

with a description of the research design. I then describe the case selection and 

individual participants, and explain the data collection process. These sections are 

followed by a detailed description of the methods of data analysis used to answer the 

three research questions. I conclude the chapter with a review of the ethical 

considerations for this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

 

In this chapter I outline the methodology used in this study. First, I explain the 

research design of an ethnography of language policy and then discuss why conducting 

a multiple case study is the best research approach for this investigation. I then explain 

the case selection beginning with a brief introduction of the three research sites and how 

they were selected. Afterwards, I describe the data collection methods and discuss the 

related issues of trustworthiness and reflexivity. Finally, I explain how the data were 

analyzed before concluding with a statement on the ethical considerations of this study. 

 

Research Design 

The mechanisms of policy implementation are multilayered. The process begins 

at the national level of the education system where policy is created, then at the regional 

level where policy is interpreted and reconceptualized, and lastly, at the classroom level 

where it is appropriated by teachers. It is a dynamic process that is more complex than 

simple labels of macro- and micro-level developments (e.g., Coelho & Henze, 2014; 

Johnson & Freeman, 2010). Therefore, I conducted an ethnography of language policy 

in order to investigate the intricate interactions that occur during policy implementation. 

Ethnography of language policy has been used in several language policy and 

planning and comparative education studies (e.g., Johnson, 2009b, 2013b; Le et al., 

2021; Nguyen et al., 2016; Zhang & Hu, 2010). The overall strength of an ethnography 
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of language policy is that it begins with an analysis of the policy as document. Using 

ethnographic research methods, the researcher then records stakeholders’ views, beliefs, 

values, and their actions towards language policy. It is a method of collecting 

qualitative data to understand how stakeholders at differing positions within the 

education system view and deal with language policy initiatives (e.g., Canagarajah, 

2006; Garcia & Menken, 2010; Johnson & Freeman, 2010). I used qualitative data 

collection methods, such as interviews, focus groups, workshop participation, collection 

of documents from Boards of Education and schools, and fieldnotes of classroom 

observations. This was an opportunity to research how a nation establishes a new 

subject of foreign language education into its public elementary school curriculum and 

the mechanisms involved. A multiple case study was a sound approach because it 

enabled me to examine individual, group, and organizational behavior at three different 

schools and make within-case and between-case comparisons. 

For this study I define case study research as a method of examining a 

contemporary phenomenon or system that is contextualized within specified boundaries 

(Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2015). Case study research is an in-depth 

empirical inquiry of a case in depth in its real-world context, which is important when 

the boundaries between case, the context, and the social phenomena are not clearly 

evident (Yin, 2014, p. 16). In this multiple case study, the cases investigated are the 

Grade 5 and 6 classrooms embedded in three public elementary schools in the same 

prefecture in western Japan. A case study is a method of inquiry about a case and also 
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the product of that inquiry that might not be known until the research has been 

completed (Schwandt & Gates, 2018). 

Case studies offer three advantages as a research method for educational 

settings. First, case study inquiry can cope with situations in which there are more 

variables of interest than data collection points. This condition enables researchers to 

explore ideas, construct theories, and present findings in their complexities because the 

phenomena were not removed from their surroundings. Second, by gathering large 

amounts of data over time, a longitudinal case study can confirm the stages of change 

across time and between cases (Duff, 2008, 2014; Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 

2015). Third, case study research can also handle cases embedded in other cases when 

the boundaries between cases is not clear, such as in this study. 

Case study research is not without limitations. Concerns about generalizability 

and making inferences from specific cases to more general populations, especially when 

specific outlier cases are selected and considered to be normal. In order to prevent this 

from occurring and strengthen the validity of this study, three schools or cases were 

examined. As with other qualitative research, the methods and motivations of the 

researcher has to be kept in check to provide validity and trustworthiness throughout the 

study. Another limitation is that when conducting case studies, some researchers can be 

too data-driven rather than theory-driven and therefore the results of some case studies 

are limited in their ability to drive theoretical development. Lastly, attrition was another 

factor that was hard to control for in longitudinal case studies, such as the one presented 

here (Yin, 2014). 
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I have four reasons for conducting a multiple case study for this investigation on 

language policy implementation. First, case study research enabled me to record how 

the schools are situated in their contexts. For example, investigating the role of the local 

Boards of Education and the degree of influence they have on the schools in terms of 

English education. Their involvement might be viewed positively or negatively by 

school administrators and teachers. It is important to understand the relationship 

between the structure of the education system and how much control the system has on 

schools and teachers. Conversely, how much agency or autonomy individual schools 

have in terms of EFL lessons is under-researched. This longitudinal case study 

illuminated this aspect of policy implementation. 

Another advantage is that case study findings can reveal the effect of school 

structure or culture on the teachers’ ability to conduct lessons. I could examine the 

structure and culture of the school to determine if it affected how teachers conducted 

English lessons. Any effect could be considered positive or negative by teachers; for 

example, effective school leadership and positive peer-support could create a positive 

culture for teachers to work in as they teach English classes. The opposite occurs when 

these aspects are lacking or replaced by something else, such as negative coworkers, a 

competitive workplace, or a poor communicative environment. 

The third advantage of conducting a case study is that it allowed me to record 

how teachers conducted their English lessons. By interviewing teachers and observing 

their lessons I could record how the teachers taught English lessons and then compare 

that information to the aims and goals of the policy documents and what they said about 
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their lessons. This triangulation between document analysis, interviews, and 

observations over a two-year period can be achieved in a case study. Of all the studies I 

surveyed in Chapter 3, only one of the research articles on Japan (Gaynor, 2018) 

involved case studies. This is a methodological gap in previous research that I addressed 

in this study. 

The last advantage of case study research is that multiple sites can be observed. 

Compared to a single case study, three cases produced more robust data collection 

making within-case and cross-case analyses possible (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2015; 

Yin, 2014). This advantage enhanced transferability to other contexts, and thus 

strengthened the findings of this case study. For example, I could note the different 

approaches taken by the City Boards of Education and school administrators and also 

make comparisons on how different teachers appropriated policy in their classrooms. It 

was important to identify variance between the cases and possible factors that could 

only be recorded with a longitudinal design covering several cases. All of these aspects 

of a multiple-case study can help strengthen the reliability of this study. 

 

Case Selection 

In this section I describe the three schools participating in this study and how 

they were purposively selected. I then explain how individuals at each school and other 

individuals in the education system, from national policy makers to individuals at local 

Boards of Education, were also selected to be interviewed. To ensure anonymity, all 

place, school, and participant names in this study are pseudonyms. 
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Participating Schools 

All three schools in this case study are in the same prefecture in western Japan. 

The education system in Japan is divided by Prefectural Boards of Education and City 

Boards of Education. Having all three schools in one prefecture enabled me to observe 

if policy interpretation and recontextualization at the level of the Board of Education 

had an effect on the schools. Having all three cases in the same prefecture, under the 

same Prefectural Board of Education best allowed me to research the role the regional 

Boards of Education on federal-mandated policy implementation. 

Although the three schools are in the same prefecture, they are all in different 

cities. Having schools in various communities strengthens the study because it is 

important to investigate the role of context and the local Boards of Education in terms 

of elementary school EFL policy implementation. As stated in Chapter 3, this area has 

not received enough attention from researchers, especially in the context of Japan. 

Moreover, students and teachers in a large metropolitan area might have differing views 

regarding the needs of learning English compared to smaller schools in more rural 

locations. I also wanted the schools to have different student body sizes because I 

speculated this factor might affect the dynamics of the school, thus influencing how 

English lessons are conducted. Schools with a large student body have many teachers in 

each year group, whereas smaller schools have only one or two teachers per grade. This 

dynamic of the school might have some bearing on English lessons. For example, four 

teachers working together might support each other as they work through the new 
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English curriculum. Alternatively, this condition might be a source of trouble for one 

teacher who struggles while their colleagues do not. I wanted to investigate whether 

these variables, or others have a bearing on how elementary schools implement the new 

English language curriculum. 

 

Sawa Elementary School 

Sawa Elementary School is located in the southern part of the prefecture in a 

small city with about 75,000 people. The school opened in April 1980 and is situated on 

the edge of a large residential area, yet on the other side of the school are rice fields and 

small factories, which captures the semi-rural nature of this small city. When I first 

approached the school in the 2017-2018 academic year, there were 614 students 

enrolled in Sawa Elementary School, with each grade consisting of three classes. The 

average class size was 37 students for Grade 5 and 31 students for Grade 6. There were 

43 teachers employed at this school, of which 18 were homeroom teachers. Three 

teachers were in charge of English lessons: One teacher was responsible for the first and 

second grade, another for the third and fourth grade, and yet another for the fifth and 

sixth grade. By the time English was made an academic subject in April 2020, the 

student population had decreased to 526 students, with 84 students in two classes in 

Garde 5 and 103 students in three classes in Grade 6. In the 2021-2022 academic year 

the student population decreased to 487 students with 103 students in three classes in 

Grade 5, and Grade 6 with 83 students in two classes. 
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Mori Elementary School 

Mori Elementary, the largest school participating in this study, is located in the 

northern part of the prefecture in the city of Shirotani. The population is slightly more 

than 400,000 and there are 32 elementary schools in the city. Mori Elementary School 

was founded in 1972 and had just completed doing action research on English education 

for the City Board of Education when I first approached it to participate in this study. 

This is the only school in this study that had done such work, and this factor made it an 

interesting contrast from teachers at the other schools because their perceptions of their 

roles might be different from teachers at other schools. In addition, I thought that the 

local Board of Education might play a stronger role with this school compared to the 

others, which might be important in understanding how policy is interpreted and 

recontextualized at the meso-level. I interviewed the teacher coordinating the English 

program and she mentioned that some teachers felt pressure concerning English because 

the school had been doing this research. At that time (2017-2018) the student population 

was 702 with 131 students in Grade 5 and 138 students in Grade 6. Overall, there were 

20 classroom teachers, eight teachers for special-needs students plus twelve people on 

staff. These numbers changed as the student population decreased. During the 2020-

2021 academic year when English became a subject, the student population decreased 

to 644, with 111 students in Grade 5 and 130 students in Grade 6. In the second year of 

implementation, the student population continued to shrink to 623 students. Grade 5 

consisted of three classes with 109 students, and in Grade 6 there were 113 students in 

three classes. 
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Yama Elementary and Junior High School 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School is in Murasaki City, which as of 

2018, had a population of approximately 2.7 million. The school is in the center of the 

city, in a lower socio-economic area. The school is a combined elementary and junior 

high school, which is one of only three such schools in the city. Originally, that area had 

three small elementary schools, but an initiative by the mayor to revitalize the 

community caused the merger of three schools into one. The school was originally built 

in 1947. A new building was erected in 2015 on one school site and combined with the 

local junior high school to make a new joint elementary-junior high school. The junior 

high school classrooms and elementary school classrooms are in different wings of the 

school, but all teachers share the same staff room. The desks for the junior high school 

teachers are at one end of the staff room, and the elementary school teachers’ desks at 

the other. There is one principal, one sub-principal, and two vice-principals, one for the 

junior high school and one for the elementary school. In April of 2019, 263 students 

were enrolled in the elementary school. There were two classes for each grade, except 

for Grade 4 which had one class with 32 students. Overall, 31 teachers were assigned to 

the elementary school, and 11 were homeroom teachers. Though this school accepts 

students from across the city and not just students in its district like the other two 

schools, Yama Elementary and Junior High School also saw a decline in student 

enrolment. During the 2020-2021 academic year, the elementary school had 257 

students with 51 students in Grade 5 and 44 students in Grade 6. In 2021-2022 those 
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numbers decreased to 249 students with 46 students in Grade 5 and 52 students in 

Grade 6. Although Yama Elementary and Junior High School is located in the largest 

city in the prefecture, it was the smallest school in this study. 

 

Individual Participants 

In addition to local stakeholders, interviews included national level and regional 

level participants. Because I examined the processes involved in policy implementation, 

interviews with these individuals situated across the education system were essential to 

understanding the complexities of this process. Their experiences, insights, views, and 

understanding of the policy contents and aims provided insight on a topic and process 

that has remained overlooked. The list of participant interviews is in Appendix A. 

 

National Level Participants 

I conducted interviews with MEXT officials involved in overseeing the creation 

of the 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study. Meeting with MEXT officials 

is extremely difficult, so there is no freedom to select participants. I also contacted 

individuals who advised and assisted MEXT in the creation of that document. I 

contacted those individuals directly through email to explain the purpose of the study 

and seek their permission to be interviewed. The interview protocol for the national 

level participants is in Appendix B. I did not directly investigate how the Course of 

Study was created, but I interviewed people who were involved in composing the 

Course of Study and designing the supplementary textbooks issued by MEXT. I 
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interviewed these participants after those projects had been completed. Nevertheless, 

recording their insights into how the policy was made and their interpretations of the 

contents were essential to understanding if their ideas matched those of the local Boards 

of Education and classroom teachers. This knowledge is beneficial to understanding 

part of the mechanics of EFL policy implementation and makes positive contributions 

to the fields of language policy and planning, applied linguistics, education, sociology 

of education, and comparative education. 

 

Regional Level Participants 

I interviewed officials from Prefectural and City Boards of Education who 

oversee elementary school English. The interview protocol for this group is in 

Appendix C. I wanted to understand their role and views on policy content and how 

they interpreted and possibly recontextualized it to meet the needs and demands of the 

area and schools they serve. I contacted the individual education officers in charge of 

overseeing elementary school English at the local City Board of Education related to the 

schools in this study. I explained the purpose of the study and sought their permission to 

interview them. This mid-level (meso) transmission was important because this level 

was where the national level policy was recontenxualized to meet local needs and 

demands. Even explaining their jobs and the role they played in terms of school support 

on elementary school English greatly benefited this study. I also interviewed school 

principals and other administrators. Public elementary school principals work closely 

with and regularly meet directly with the Board of Education. For this reason, I placed 
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them in this category of participants. Their insights into school management and 

understanding of how parents and the school community viewed English education 

added a perspective to the process of how this new language policy was adapted and 

implemented in schools. 

 

School Level Participants 

The individual teachers selected for this multiple-case study were not set. 

Within-case sampling remained flexible because as data were collected, I was required 

to adjust sampling decisions in order to clarify patterns, highlight opposing actions, 

uncover exceptions, and explain contrasting viewpoints (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 

2014). The teachers were nested within one of the three schools under investigation. 

From each case or school, I met with at least one teacher from both Grade 5 and Grade 

6. All interviews were on a voluntary basis. I tried to find teachers who liked teaching 

English and those who feel they had difficulties, lacked confidence, or were against the 

policy. In the beginning I did not know who those teachers were; therefore, I first 

approached the English coordinator of the school and asked if any teachers in those 

groupings were willing to speak with me. Elementary school teachers are extremely 

busy, so I only interviewed those willing to participate. In addition, because of the 

teacher rotation system used in Japanese public schools, most teachers changed grades 

each year, or were transferred to other schools. This system also included the school 

principals. Therefore, it was difficult to follow the same teachers across three years of 

data collection. 
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Lastly, I interviewed elementary school teachers to record their views of 

teaching English. The interview protocol for classroom teachers is in Appendix D. The 

manner in which individual teachers interpreted EFL policy was invaluable because 

they described the everyday challenges of being a teacher and what contextual factors 

influenced how they taught in the classrooms. Moreover, their beliefs and cognition 

about how a foreign language should be taught and learnt (Borg, 2006), the role of 

foreign language education in society, and the discourses and ideologies associated with 

elementary school EFL all influenced how the teachers conducted their lessons. All 

teachers make important decisions regarding when and how much of the Course of 

Study to follow and apply in their classes. Therefore, in this study I used the term 

appropriation when referring to teachers’ work in the classrooms because teachers were 

not blindly implementing policy. It was important to investigate where the participants’ 

views converged and where they showed signs of dissonance towards the 2020 English 

Course of Study and practices in the classrooms. 

In the next section I explain the methods of data collection and analysis in order 

to answer to the three research questions. The first research question addresses how 

domestic political and socioeconomic ideologies and discourses are expressed in the 

English Course of Study documents. The second research question concerns how the 

participants, who are positioned differently in the education system, interpret the 

process of English language policy implementation. The third research question 

addresses how Grade 5 and 6 teachers conducted English lessons and what ways 

contextual factors, such as class size, peer support, training, and their own beliefs about 
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EFL teaching and their English proficiency impacted how they conducted lessons. Next, 

I explain how the data were collected, and then I describe how I analyzed the data. 

 

Data Collection 

The data were gathered using four methods. First, I collected policy documents 

for the 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study. Those documents were the 

Elementary School Course of Study Overview (MEXT, 2018a), the General Provisions 

(MEXT, 2018b), and the Foreign Language Activities and Foreign Languages Manual (

解説：外国語活動・外国語編) (MEXT, 2018c). Second, I conducted interviews with 

various stakeholders involved in policy implementation, such as national policymakers 

and advisors; educational authorities at the regional and city Boards of Education; and 

at the schools, principals, program coordinators, and classroom teachers. See Appendix 

A for the complete list of interviews. The third method of data collection was field notes 

and video recordings of classroom observations. Appendix E contains the list of when 

the classroom observations occurred and at which school. Lastly, supplementary 

documents on English education and artifacts from the participants and schools were 

also included. I wrote fieldnotes and kept a research journal as part of the data 

collection process. These are explained in more detail below. 

 

Course of Study and Policy Documents 

The main text analyzed for this study was the 2020 Elementary School Course 

of Study, which was published by MEXT in 2018. As I explained in Chapter 2, a 
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Course of Study is written for each subject and revised every ten years. This document 

establishes the aims and goals of the curriculum and guides school administrators and 

teachers on how to implement the curriculum. Therefore, a detailed content analysis of 

this policy formed the foundation for this study. The goals for English language 

learning and MEXT’s views and beliefs about foreign language teaching are expressed 

in the document. Moreover, MEXT’s justification for implementing EFL policy at the 

elementary school level is also stated. These statements are the political and 

socioeconomic goals of the policy and are expressions of certain sociopolitical 

ideologies towards education and foreign language education. Thus, a document 

analysis of policy as text was essential to reveal the contents of the policy and to 

contextualize the participants’ views towards the policy and understand how teachers’ 

appropriation occurs in the classroom. 

 

Interviews 

The interview data collection for this study began in June 2017 because I wanted 

to build rapport with the principals and teachers at the participating schools. It would 

have been counterproductive if I had suddenly arrived at the school and had started to 

intensively collect data. Over the first year (2017-2018), I was able to build a working 

relationship with the schools. This rapport allowed me to gain access to more teachers 

and classrooms when the main data collection began from April 2020. During this 

timeframe I met with teachers and conducted semi-structured conversational interviews 

with several teachers at all three schools. 
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I conducted 72 interviews, producing approximately 2,163 minutes or about 36 

hours of interview data. I interviewed nine people at the national level, including two 

MEXT officials who were in charge of developing the 2020 Elementary School English 

Course of Study. I also interviewed two former MEXT officials. One was working at 

MEXT when English began being taught in public elementary schools in the early 

1990s and oversaw the pilot schools (研究開発学校) conducting action research on 

primary school English. The other former MEXT official was in charge of creating the 

previous 2011 Course of Study. The other five participants were advisors to MEXT and 

had various roles in supporting the writing of the 2020 English Course of Study and/or 

assisting in developing the provisional textbooks for Grades 5 and 6. One of these 

participants was a Prefectural Superintendent of Education, another was an education 

official from a Prefecture Board of Education who was in charge of junior and senior 

high school English. Two participants were university professors. The last participant 

was the Chairperson overseeing everything in regards to elementary school English. 

At the meso- and micro-levels I interviewed 45 participants. Six people were 

supervisors at either the Prefectural Board of Education where this study was conducted 

or at the City Boards of Education. This means that I spoke with individuals from four 

Boards of Education to understand their role and the job of each individual education 

officer who was in charge of primary school English education. In addition, I 

interviewed 39 teachers, with 11 teachers from Sawa Elementary School, 8 teachers 

from Mori Elementary School, and 20 teachers from Yama Elementary and Junior High 
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School. I also interviewed six school principals. During the three and half years of data 

collection, the principal of each participating school was transferred. 

Throughout this process I tried to the best of my abilities to record, describe, and 

present all the participants’ experiences and opinions on English education in the 

primary schools, their beliefs towards schooling, their interpretations of educational 

language policy, and their understanding of their role in this complicated process of 

policy implementation. Some teachers I spoke to several times, but others only once or 

twice. It was difficult to interview national policymakers and educational officials from 

the Boards of Education multiple times because their availability was limited. 

 

Classroom Observations 

Two unexpected developments made data collection challenging. First, the 

Covid-19 pandemic made conducting classroom observations difficult. Due to health 

and safety concerns, the pandemic limited my access to classrooms during the first two 

academic years that the 2020 Course of Study was implemented in the national 

education system. Because of the pandemic I was unable to conduct as many classroom 

observations as I had originally planned. The list of classroom observations is in 

Appendix E. Second, the schools kept changing their approach to English education. I 

examine those developments in the data chapter on policy as practice in Chapter 7. 

Though those unforeseen changes were interesting in themselves, they also provided 

insight into educational change, teacher autonomy, how power and authority is 
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exercised in the education system and showed how schools sometimes struggled to meet 

the demands of a new education policy. 

By conducting a multiple case study at three schools I was planning to describe 

the contexts of each school and gather large amounts of data to the end of the 2020-

2021 academic year. This would have enabled me to make within-case and cross-case 

analyses possible (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2014). However, the Covid-19 

pandemic limited my ability to conduct the planned classroom observations. I had 

planned to conduct classroom observations at each school at approximately the same 

month across all three academic terms. This plan would have enabled me to observe 

approximately the same lessons at each school in order to make comparisons and 

understand how the teachers were conducting their English lessons. I considered this 

point to be important because lessons that were conducted at the beginning of the year 

differed from lessons conducted near the end of the academic year. However, I was 

unable to do this because of the pandemic; therefore, many of my observations were 

random and not collected in a systematic manner that would have allowed me to draw 

comparisons from the data. This problem also made it difficult to record and analyze 

changes in individual teachers’ approaches to teaching English across time. It would 

have been insightful to discover if and how teachers’ approaches to conducting English 

lessons changed over time, such as speaking more English during lessons as experience 

was gained or if their use of English remained the same across the academic year. In 

addition, having regularly timed observations would have helped me to compare lessons 

because the goals and objectives of each lesson were different. For example, the goal of 
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Lesson 1 of a unit might be focused on the input of target vocabulary (listening-

orientated activities) making the lesson more teacher-centered, while the goal of the last 

lesson in the unit might be focused on output (speaking-orientated activities) and is 

more student-centered. This is one limitation of this study. 

After reviewing my field notes on the observation lessons, I watched the videos 

of each lesson checking the activities to my field notes. Reviewing the videos offered 

several advantages for analysis. I was able revisit the previous year’s (2020-2021) 

lessons, review the approaches of the teachers and match classroom practices to 

interviews with the teachers. The videos also enabled me to record what the teachers 

said, which was difficult to do during live lessons. I was able to further note how the 

teachers moved in the classroom, make basic comparisons between teachers, and build 

an understanding of how the policy was appropriated in classrooms. 

In the next section I describe the observing patterns of adaptive learning (OPAL) 

(Patrick et al., 1997), which I adapted for my observation protocol. The OPAL model 

provided an accessible and comprehensive model to record the essential elements of 

teaching and interaction in the foreign language classroom. I considered other methods, 

such the sheltered instruction observation protocol (SIOP) model (Echevarría, Vogt & 

Short, 2017). Though the SIOP model was developed for language learning, the 

protocol is detailed and I thought it might be too difficult to use. Furthermore, the SIOP 

model has been criticized for focusing too much on the teacher and not enough on the 

teacher-student interactions (Daniel & Conlin, 2015). In the next section I describe the 

seven categories of the protocol used in this study. 
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Classroom Observation Protocol 

The classroom observation protocol (Appendix F) is made up of seven 

categories. The first category is goals. It is important to record if the goals and aims of 

the lesson are clearly stated to and document the key vocabulary for each lesson. The 

second category is recording the type of language activities. I documented the type of 

task for each language activity, for example, was it a collaborative task (class, group, 

pair) or an individual task. I noted whether the activity was teacher-centered or student-

centered and whether the interaction was teacher-to-student or student-to-student. I also 

documented whether students were called upon to participate or freely volunteered 

answers. The third category is language use. I noted when the teacher used Japanese and 

how much was used to conduct the lessons. The fourth category is time. I documented 

how long students were given to complete the language activities and recorded when 

certain activities began and finished. The next category is materials and resources used 

by teacher and students. Scaffolding is the sixth category. Here I documented how 

much help, assistance, and feedback teachers provided students during the lesson. I also 

noted the type of feedback and help the teachers provided. From previous experience, 

help usually took the form of translating content and classroom instructions. The last 

category was evaluation, which could be formal assessment, such as a teacher giving a 

test or evaluating students’ performance. Evaluation could be informal, such as the 

teacher noting students’ learning progress. From my experience, because English is a 

new subject for many elementary school teachers, they tend to focus on more on the 
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curriculum and transiting from one activity to the next without taking the time to 

observe how students are doing with their English production as they engage in an 

activity. From April 2020 Grade 5 and 6 teachers commenced teaching English as an 

academic subject and began evaluating student progress, which made this last category 

important to understanding how teachers were appropriating the policy and whether 

their methods mirrored the aims and goals of the policy. 

Because there were three data collection sites with multiple teachers, the lessons 

were videotaped with me present at the back of the class. A small hand-held video 

recorder and a tripod were used. I first asked permission from the school principal or 

vice-principal to videotape the lesson before going to class. I checked with the teacher 

to confirm that they agreed with me video-taping the lesson. For ethical considerations, 

students were not filmed. Students were in the video, but the focus was on the teacher 

and how they conducted the lessons. I also took written field-notes of the classes unless 

conditions required my active participation in the lesson. The field notes were then 

rewritten that evening or the next day. The video-taped lessons were not shown to 

anybody. The purpose of recording the class was to assist me in keeping accurate 

records of policy implementation. 

One purpose of this study was to investigate how the education system possibly 

influences how schools operate. Furthermore, I theorized that the ecosystem of the 

school affects how teachers conduct their English lessons. Therefore, contextual 

information about each site was important. Additional information I gathered at each 

site helped illuminate the social and cultural organization of the schools. These data 



 125 

included taking pictures of how English is presented in classrooms and throughout the 

school. When possible, other artifacts not directly related to EFL policy, such as 

documents, school profiles, program reports, newsletters, and the school website were 

collected because they aided my understanding of the school operations. I also kept a 

research journal throughout the data collection to record my ideas, impressions, and 

thoughts about each site. 

 

Data Analysis 

I addressed the first research question by examining the 2020 Elementary 

School English Course of Study documents. The elementary school foreign language 

Course of Study is the policy that sets the aims, goals, contents, methodology, and 

assessment targets for the national curriculum for Grades 5 and 6 English. The 

framework I initially used to analyze the policy documents had three dimensions. The 

first dimension was agenda setting, which identified sociopolitical, socioeconomic, and 

educational problems to be resolved and presented reasons for policy revisions. The 

second dimension was policy formulation, which identified issues regarding the aims of 

foreign language education, the goals of English, the contents of EFL lessons, and 

learning assessment. The third dimension was policy implementation, which classified 

how EFL lessons should be conducted and was mostly concentrated in the Foreign 

Languages Manual. After initially coding key passages from the three documents, 

smaller segments were grouped into a number of categories, such as reasons for 
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implementing foreign language education, reasons for English education, aims and 

goals, communication activities, language activities, and language structure. 

The 2020 English Course of Study is not only pedagogical in nature, but it also 

has a political economic dimension to it. The educational, political, economic, and 

social reasons justifying why English is being implemented as an academic subject the 

public elementary school system are also stated in the policy. Therefore, I performed a 

critical analysis of discourse (Blommaert, 2005) and coded the text for different 

ideologies and discourses manifested in the text. To this end, I used evaluation codes to 

organize judgments of merit, worth, significance of programs, and policy. I paid 

particular attention to key terms and phrases commonly seen in ideologies of language 

education in Japan (e.g., communicative language teaching; identity), political and 

economic discourses on education (e.g., essential for national development), 

globalization, and recent trends in domestic educational reform (e.g., lifelong learning). 

With further rereading of the documents and passages, larger overarching 

categories and constructs began to emerge from the data and took shape. I organized 

those categories into the following four general themes: (a) restructurings; (b) 

integration of EFL in the curriculum; (c) knowledge for teachers; and (d) methodology. 

These are broad categories I used to present the data and I have not considered them to 

be mutually exclusive. Within these four general themes, several ideologies and 

discourses emerged concerning not only English education and foreign language 

acquisition, but also globalization, the role of the education system, language and 

culture, and authority. 
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To address the second research question on how participants at different levels 

of the education system interpret the 2020 Course of Study, I drew primarily on the 

interviews. To analyze the interviews, I begin by repeatedly listening to the recordings, 

identifying particularly interesting excerpts, and taking notes on what I initially 

understood the participants to be saying. These interviews revealed the participants’ 

views, motives, belief systems, worldviews, relationships of language programs, 

policies, curriculum, lessons, and language activities. Particularly relevant excerpts 

were then transcribed. Some of the early interviews with MEXT officials were 

transcribed by paid graduate students. I then read through the excerpts taking further 

notes on my interpretations and further coded the transcripts. Because the second 

research question dealt with the participants’ interpretation of the 2020 Course of Study, 

I used value coding and belief coding to organize the participants’ values, beliefs, 

insights, and attitudes about themselves, co-workers, and English education. I also used 

causation codes to label the participants’ causal beliefs about how and why particular 

outcomes exist, such as why English was introduced into elementary schools. 

To answer the third research question regarding how English is being 

appropriated within the context of each school, I drew on the teacher interviews, 

classroom observations, and other material resources available and used by the teachers. 

For the class observations, I began the analysis by writing interpretative comments 

about my observations within 24 hours of each observation. The field notes were then 

typed for further analysis. After conducting several observations, I began the process of 

coding the notes on the class observations by using my observation protocol and other 
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process codes. Process codes label interactions in and across time, such as policy 

implementation and changes to teaching techniques. Process coding was particularly 

well suited to examining how the participants acted in the process of implementing 

educational reform. I supplemented this coding with description codes to define and 

examine social environments, and evaluation codes to highlight judgments of merit, 

worth, and the significance of programs and policy. 

Second cycle coding is a process of condensing a large data set into smaller 

categories, themes, or constructs and continues as more data are collected (Miles, 

Huberman & Saldana, 2014). Because this study was a multiple case study, second 

cycle coding was essential for within-case and cross-case analysis for answering the 

second and third research questions. I examined similarities and differences between 

cases and how they were affected by local conditions. This comparison was essential for 

understanding how the contexts of each school affected how the teachers appropriated 

the EFL policy. I used second cycle coding to identify variations of patterns within the 

data. Because I used a critical analysis of discourse approach, which examines the 

effects of power and authority (Blommaert, 2005; Gee, 2011, 2014, Krippendorff, 

2013), I used a matrix to compare those constructs between the case sites. 

In the next section I describe the issue of trustworthiness followed by an 

explanation of my positionality, first by considering my experiences with Japan’s 

education system, then my position in this study, and my connections with the 

participating schools and teachers. I follow that subsection with a discussion of ethical 

issues, including informed consent, confidentiality, and data security. 
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Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, trustworthiness concerns the relationships between the 

researcher, the conceptual framework they draw on, the methodology employed, the 

context of the study, relationships with participants, and the aims of the study. The goal 

of the researcher is to enhance—from the readers’ perspective—the confirmability, 

dependability, credibility, and transferability of the study (Maxwell, 2012; Mishler, 

1990; Patton, 2015). This goal can be achieved with three techniques of prolonged 

exposure to the cases and the individuals embedded within them, a rich description of 

the settings and what is observed, and a peer-review of materials with participants and 

advisors (Maxwell, 2012). This study is more than an examination of language policy 

documents; it is a study about teachers and students and how they work and learn in 

classrooms. As such, it was important to ensure that a standard of quality was 

maintained when interacting with these participants throughout this study from the 

onset of data collection, data processing, and data analysis through to the conclusions. 

The data collection for this study began in September 2018 and continued until 

December 2021. This period covered the pre-implementation stage and the first two 

years after the 2020 Course of Study came into effect. During this timeframe, I 

endeavored to maintain prolonged engagement with the goal of creating a rich 

description of the events at each site. My interpretation of thick description was not 

simply describing in detail a particular situation, action, or behavior, but included 

adding information and viewpoints so that readers could understand the significant and 
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complex cultural meanings expressed in my observations because “culture is public 

because meaning is” (Geertz, 1973, p. 12). To ensure that I was able to maintain a rich 

description of my observations, I kept careful records of all interviews and visits to the 

participating schools, recording facts, such as who I met, how long we met, where we 

spoke, and what we talked about. I also wrote extended comments in my field notes 

about the interviews and observations within 24 hours after each visit. 

I kept a research journal throughout the data collection, data processing, and data 

analysis. In this journal, I recorded my ideas, my understandings of observations and 

meetings with participants, and wrote questions as they emerged as more data were 

collected, processed, and analyzed. I used my journal to help monitor for racial, gender, 

age, and cultural bias that could have jeopardized the data collection process. By 

recording and constantly reviewing my ideas through the whole study I tried to limit the 

effect bias might have had on my ability to conduct this study. I understand that my 

positionality as a white male, native English speaker in his early 50s might have 

affected how the data were collected and that the participants might have responded and 

acted differently if, for example, the researcher was a young female Japanese speaker. 

My research journal helped me reflect on these issues and counter biases that emerged 

throughout the processes of data collection and analysis. 

To maintain the reliability of the interviews and classroom observations, I used 

interview and observation protocols. Because the teachers who were teaching Grades 5 

and 6 English are selected by the school principal, I could not directly choose the 

participants. I tried to meet with all Grade 5 and 6 teachers and ask them to participate 
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in this study. I only gathered data from teachers who agreed to participate and signed 

the consent form. The participant informed consent forms are in Appendix G. I 

interviewed each teacher individually near the beginning of the school year, then again 

near the end of each term. I also collected data with some participants as part of a focus 

group meeting with all the teachers of the same grade after observing their lessons so 

we could discuss that day’s lessons. I offered advice and assistance to teachers that 

asked for help. Throughout this process I reflected on these meetings and my 

positionality in my research journal. As data were collected, I sought out participants 

that had opposing or different views to better understand how the teachers at each 

school were dealing with the implementation of the new English language policy. For 

follow-up meetings, I listened to all previous interviews and reviewed my notes before 

meeting with the participants again to ensure I was familiar with their views and beliefs. 

I also used member checks when I met with the participants to ensure my interpretations 

were accurate in terms of how the participants viewed themselves and their situations. 

As I collected data, I processed the data for analysis. Because the data were 

collected at three sites and consisted of document analysis, interview transcripts, 

observation field notes, and contextual information, I triangulated the data sources and 

created data matrices to process and organize the data. This triangulation enabled me to 

make cross-case and within-case comparisons. During this process, I had sections of the 

interviews that I viewed important transcribed by two English-major graduate students 

whose first language is Japanese. I had these individuals sign a confidentiality 

agreement not to copy or disclose any information. I also made back-up copies of all 



 132 

data on a separate hard drive that was kept in a locked cabinet in my office. I sought the 

assistance of university professors whose L1 was Japanese for back-translation to 

ensure the accuracy of the Japanese-English translations and continued to use member 

checks to ensure I was understanding and processing the data accurately. Throughout 

this process, I strove to be mindful of potential sources of bias to ensure the conclusions 

and inferences I made would be valid and trustworthy. 

 

Positionality 

I first visited Japan in the spring of 1987. I took a gap year and worked to save 

money to travel to Japan and Hong Kong for two months. At that time, my brother was 

working in Japan and I thought it would be the only chance to see Japan. After that 

visit, I returned to Canada and enrolled in university. After two years I returned to Japan 

to study Japanese for a year. I then returned to school and completed a Specialized 

Honours Degree in East Asian Studies and moved to Japan in 1994. Since then I have 

worked in Japan’s education system. I began by teaching English conversation classes 

in a cram school operated by a medium-sized private junior and senior high school. 

After working there for two years, I was hired by the local Board of Education to teach 

English in the city’s public elementary and junior high schools. It was during this time 

that I worked for six years at a MEXT-designated pilot school that conducted action 

research on elementary school English curricula. In 2002 I changed jobs and began 

teaching English at a top private junior and senior high school. While I was working at 

this high school, I obtained two Japanese teaching licenses, one for junior high school 
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English and the other for high school English. This qualification enabled me to have the 

same status, duties, and responsibilities as other teachers in the school. I became a 

homeroom teacher and had new responsibilities, such as filling out student report cards, 

meeting with parents, and working longer hours. During this same period I was also 

teaching part-time at a national university of education. At this university, I taught pre-

service teacher training courses on elementary school English for 15 years. In 2016, I 

left the high school and began teaching full-time at another national university of 

education. At this university I taught undergraduate and graduate level courses on 

elementary school English. Thus, for the past 23 years I have been a teacher and teacher 

trainer on elementary school English, a junior high school teacher, a high school 

teacher, and I am now an associate professor. I have taught students from 

kindergarteners to graduate students. 

I also have experience as a student in Japan’s education system. While I was 

teaching at the MEXT-designated elementary school I completed a Master of Education 

degree at a national university of education. I had to take the entrance examination like 

the other students and all the classes were conducted in Japanese. Though it was 

difficult to complete the coursework, I was able to finish the degree within the 

designated two years. It was a valuable experience to study about Japan’s education 

system while going through the system itself. This experience also enabled me to 

improve my Japanese language skills, where I can now read articles written in Japanese. 

I have used Japanese for my work every day for the past 25 years for staff meetings, 

parent-teacher meetings, student counseling, and other administration work. 
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I have also experienced Japan’s education system as a parent. All three of my 

children attended kindergarten, public elementary, junior high, and senior high schools. 

Dealing with the schools and teachers as a parent has also provided me with the 

opportunity to view the education system from another perspective. I have attended 

elementary school entrance ceremonies, sports days, parent-teacher interviews, and 

graduations as a teacher and as a parent. These experiences as a teacher, student, and 

parent have influenced my views of schooling in Japan. I do not claim to be an expert 

and I realize there are many things that remain unknown to me, which is one reason 

why I am still interested in researching how English is being introduced into Japan’s 

public elementary school system. 

My positionality is also affected by the participants’ views towards me as a 

researcher. In this study I strove to record, describe, and present the participants’ 

experiences implementing a new educational language policy. Though my goal was to 

present an emic perspective, my background as a native English speaker with over 20 

years’ teaching experience in Japan, and as a researcher in applied linguistics and 

elementary school English might have influenced my participants. These influences 

might have been negative because all the participants were aware of my background 

and I acknowledge this might have affected how they responded in interviews and how 

they conducted their lessons when I was present in their classroom. The participants 

might have been hesitant to express what they were feeling or provided answers that 

they thought I wanted to hear. In addition, they might not have wanted to have revealed 

negative points about coworkers or their own teaching. In order to avoid this problem I 
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always reassured the participants that I was not evaluating them as teachers, only trying 

to understand the conditions and circumstances that they faced on a daily basis in 

schools teaching English. However, being considered an outsider might also have 

provided me with certain advantages. For example, some participants expressed 

appreciation that someone outside the system was interested in what they do and the 

challenges they face on a daily basis and freely offered detailed explanations so that 

people outside the education system can gain a better understanding of what it means to 

be an elementary school teacher in Japan. Other participants expressed relief that the 

final report would be written in English. Even though they knew their identities and the 

identity of the schools would be protected, they felt that certain individuals close to 

them (e.g., school colleagues) probably would not read the report because it is in 

English and therefore they felt comfortable expressing their opinions to me. As I 

collected more data I constantly reflected on my positionality and how it might have 

changed across the three years of data collection at the sites. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

In this section I address the ethical considerations for this study. As required by 

my employment institution, I completed the compulsory online training course on 

“Responsible Conduct of Research” offered by the Association for the Promotion of 

Research Integrity (course completion report number: AP0000306784) on October 7, 

2019. I completed the online course Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) 
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(completion record ID 35117836) offered by the Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI Program) as mandated by Temple University on January 29, 2020. 

The two principles of non-maleficence and beneficence guide this study. First, 

non-maleficence ensures that no harm will come to the participants. The participants 

were informed of the purpose and scope of the study and their signed consent was 

obtained. The identity of organizations and individuals were protected through 

confidentiality and data security. Before I began the first interview with each teacher, I 

explained in Japanese what the purpose of the research was and assured them that I was 

not evaluating them as teachers and that I wanted to learn more about their work and 

how they taught English. I informed them that they could withdraw from the research at 

any time and that in such cases, all data about them would be returned and removed 

from the results. I explained that to maintain confidentiality all names are pseudonyms 

and that I would not use their name, the school name, or the name of the city and 

prefecture. I also explained that certain audio recordings of the interviews might be sent 

to a third party for transcription. The transcribers had a confidentiality agreement not to 

copy the data and to delete all data after it had been returned to me. After explaining 

these points, if the individual agreed to participate, we signed two copies of the consent 

forms. The participant received one copy and I retained one copy for my records. Once 

this procedure was complete, and if there were no other questions, we began the 

interviews. In terms of data security, all interview recordings, interview transcripts, and 

video recordings were saved on a single password protected laptop computer. A backup 

of the data was also maintained on a portable shortage device that was also password 
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protected and locked in my office. My handwritten observation notes and research 

journal were also stored in a locked filling cabinet in my office. I was the only person 

who possessed the keys to my office and the filling cabinet. 

Second, beneficence or the ethical principle that the research upholds and 

maintains the welfare of the participants, was of prime concern in this study. As stated 

in Chapter 1, one benefit of this study is to assist teachers in how they conduct English 

lessons. The findings of the study are designed to support teachers and schools by 

improving decision making about language teaching, language programs, and policy 

making. If individual teachers or a group of teachers from a particular grade were 

having difficulties with their English lessons and sought advice from me, I provided 

them with that support. 

In the next chapter I present the data collected in this study. First, I present the 

critical analysis of policy documents in Chapter 5. Then in Chapter 6, Policy as 

Discourse, I present the findings from the interview data, which is followed by the 

presentation of the data collected at the three participating schools in Chapter 7, Policy 

as Practice. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS OF POLICY DOCUMENTS 

 

Education encapsulates a range of competing different traditions, ideologies and 
educational philosophies that have permeated its culture at different historical 
moments and continue to do so. These may be viewed as complementary or 
contradictory or a mixture of both. 

(Forrester & Garratt, 2016, p. 19) 
 

This chapter and the following chapters present the findings of the data collected 

in this study. In this chapter I address the first research question, which was how certain 

domestic and international discourses were expressed, both explicitly and implicitly, in 

the 2020 Elementary School Course of Study, and what educational and sociopolitical 

ideologies can be revealed. A comprehensive document analysis of the 2020 Course of 

Study establishes a benchmark for this study and contextualizes the issues of policy 

interpretation and classroom implementation. In Chapter 6, I answer my second 

research question concerning how the participants, positioned at different levels across 

the education system, interpreted the process of English language policy 

implementation, from creation at the national macro-level, reinterpretation at the meso-

level, through to the micro-level of each participating school. Then in Chapter 7, Policy 

as Practice, I address the third research question of how the three participating schools 

and teachers approached policy implementation and whether their methods 

corresponded with the principles of the 2020 Course of Study. I analyzed the data 

collected from interviews and classroom observations to determine how the mechanism 

of the education system affected policy implementation and whether any contextual 
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factors, such as class size, training, perceived proficiency, and peer support had any 

bearing on how teachers conducted their lessons. The present chapter begins with a 

brief description of the documents that were analyzed and then I present the findings. 

 

Documents 

The full elementary school 2020 Course of Study is a compilation of 15 

documents. First is the principal document, which is titled, Elementary School Course 

of Study (小学校指導要領) (MEXT, 2018a). This document provides an overview of the 

organizational structure of the curriculum, introduces the new assessment framework 

for teaching and learning, and contains a brief listing of all the aims and goals for each 

subject. Because this document serves as a general summary, for clarity I refer to this 

document as the Course of Study Overview. Second is a supplementary document titled 

General Provisions (総則編) (MEXT, 2018b). This 263-page document gives detailed 

descriptions of the curriculum standards, curriculum organization and implementation, 

the new framework and standards of assessment, support for child development, 

precautions for school management, and issues concerning the promotion of moral 

education. The remaining 13 documents are explanatory manuals (解説), one for each 

academic subject plus one for the Period of Integrated Studies and another for Special 

Activities. These manuals plus the Overview and the General Provisions comprise the 

entire elementary school Course of Study. 
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The Course of Study Overview  

As I suggest in the heading, this document (小学校指導要領) is an overview 

compilation of the main points from the subject areas, plus how the curriculum, as a 

whole, is designed for implementation. The 2020 Elementary School Course of Study 

Overview is 335 pages and is divided into three sections (MEXT, 2018a). Most of this 

document is not specifically related to English education, but these three sections are 

important for understanding the core principles of the 2020 Course of Study as they 

relate to elementary school EFL lessons and thus has been included in the analysis. The 

English translation of the table of contents can be found in Appendix H. 

The first section begins with a reprint of the Fundamental Law of Education, 

which is followed by excerpts of the School Education Law, and the School Education 

Law Enforcement Regulations. The second section consists of six chapters. Chapter 1, 

titled General Rules, contains six sections: (a) fundamentals of elementary school 

education and the role of the curriculum; (b) curriculum organization; (c) curriculum 

implementation and learning evaluation; (d) support for children’s development; (e) 

points on school management; and (f) important considerations regarding moral 

education. Chapter 2, Subjects, comprises all ten academic subjects for Grades 1 

through 6. The first subject listed is Japanese language (国語 kokugo) followed by social 

studies, math, science, life sciences, music, arts and crafts, home economics, and 

physical education. Foreign Languages is presented in the last chapter. The next chapter 

is Special Subject: Moral Education. Chapter 3 explains Foreign Language Activities 

for Grades 3 and 4. Chapter 5 is an explanation of the Period of Integrated Studies (総合
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的な学習). Chapter 6 explains the goals and contents for Special Activities, which 

includes student council activities, club activities, and other school events. 

The final section of the 2020 Elementary School Course of Study Overview 

focuses on regulations. The first part outlining the rules and regulations for schools and 

teachers on transitioning from the previous 2011 Course of Study to the 2020 Course of 

Study. That is followed by rules and regulations related to compulsory education, and 

the regulations for kindergarten. The last section concerns the junior high school Course 

of Study and will not be the focus of the present study except in cases where English 

education in elementary school is specifically related to EFL in junior high school. 

 

General Provisions  

The General Provisions (総則編) consists of three chapters that cover the first 

158 pages, followed by 104 pages of Appendices (MEXT, 2018b). Chapter 1 is an 

introduction that explains the background and the main points of the policy revisions. 

Chapter 2 outlines the curriculum standards and regulations as they pertain to the laws 

and regulations that govern the education system. Chapter 3 consists of 142 pages and 

covers six sections: (a) standards for elementary school education and the role of the 

curriculum; (b) curriculum organization; (c) curriculum implementation and learning 

assessment; (d) support for child development; (e) precautions for school management; 

and (f) considerations for the promotion of moral education. 

The General Provisions provide a more detailed explanation of the key points 

that are presented in the 2020 Elementary School Course of Study Overview. The 



 142 

analysis of this document and the Overview focused on the new framework for 

assessing learning. This new framework covers all subjects in the elementary school 

curriculum and is the same framework for junior high school and high school. The 

English translation of the General Provisions Table of Contents is in Appendix I. 

 

Foreign Language Activities/Foreign Languages Manual  

As the title suggests (解説: 外国語活動/外国語編), this manual consists of two 

sections with the front section on Foreign Language Activities for Grades 3 and 4 with 

the back section the new academic subject, Foreign Languages, in Grades 5 and 6 

(MEXT, 2018c). Both sections consist of three chapters: an overview; aims and 

contents, and; lesson plan development and handling of contents. Both sections begin 

with the same 5-page background explanation of the revisions to the 2020 Course of 

Study. This explanation is also given at the beginning of the General Provisions. After 

the background explanation, each section describes the purpose and main points of 

policy implementation for Foreign Language Activities in Grades 3 and 4, and the new 

academic subject of Foreign Languages for Grades 5 and 6. In total this manual is 138 

pages long, with an additional 66 pages of appendixes. The English translation of the 

table of contents for the Foreign Language Activities/Foreign Languages Manual (解説

：外国語活動・外国語編) is in Appendix J. 

This manual for elementary school foreign languages states the curriculum aims 

and goals, contents, the methodology for the curriculum, how foreign languages and 

English should be taught, and is the primary focus of the analysis of this chapter. 
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Because I investigated how English has been added to the elementary school national 

curriculum, my analysis focuses on three documents: the elementary school Course of 

Study Overview, the General Provisions, and the Foreign Language Activities and 

Foreign Languages Manual (解説：外国語活動・外国語編). All of these documents 

were officially published by MEXT on February 28, 2018. Next, I briefly describe each 

document then present my analysis. 

 

Analysis Framework 

I used Blommaert’s (2005) framework of critical analysis of discourse to 

examine, in terms of foreign language policy implementation, the nature and 

distribution of linguistic resources across the education system and to focus on social 

organizations as sites where connections between discourse, ideology, power, and the 

social processes of education occur. I have organized the data analysis of those three 

documents into four general themes of restructurings, integration of EFL in the 

curriculum, knowledge for teachers, and methodology. These are broad categories I use 

to present the data and I do not consider them to be mutually exclusive. Across these 

four general themes, MEXT communicated several discourses concerning not only 

English education and foreign language acquisition, but also larger political and 

socioeconomic ideological beliefs on globalization, language, nation, culture, and 

identity were also articulated. In this section I present my analysis of the four themes 

using excerpts from the data to support my position. 
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The 2020 Course of Study documents provide a genealogy of changing 

ideological shifts in education. With each revised Course of Study, certain sociopolitical 

and pedagogical principles and ideologies are emphasized and placed at the forefront of 

policy discourse while others are mitigated, minimized, or completely abandoned. The 

purpose of policy document analysis in this study was not to present traditional and 

progressive ideologies as binary opposites, but rather to draw attention to the tensions 

and continuous struggle between progressive ideologies of education reform and the 

more traditional ideologies of education as both contend for support and control. 

Though I present certain sociopolitical and educational discourses and ideologies 

individually, I do not consider them to be independent of each other. I also do not 

consider these ideological discourses to be uniform, consistent, and homogeneous. I try 

to do what Forrester and Garratt (2016) referred to as “unravelling” educational 

language policy and present the complex mixture of ideologies and the eclectic 

approach that sometimes comes with policy formation. 

The 2020 Course of Study does not just establish English as a new academic 

subject from Grade 5 and lower the starting age of foreign language activities to Grade 

3. Four other significant reforms are presented in this amended Course of Study that 

directly concern English language lessons. First, the ideological discourses emphasized 

in the Course of Study signal a fundamental transformation in the purpose, aims, and 

goals of education. Second, the 2020 Course of Study implements an updated 

framework for assessing teaching and learning. Third, it calls for more cohesion 

between the school levels (elementary school, junior high, and senior high schools) and 



 145 

introduces a more integrated elementary school curriculum. Lastly, the 2020 Course of 

Study also establishes moral education as a “special subject” that is integrated across 

the curriculum in each subject, including EFL lessons. I view these policy changes as 

positive. Together these four wide-ranging and far-reaching reforms point towards an 

active strategy of policy referencing and borrowing with measures to benchmark the 

curriculum and respond to global influences on education. I now address each of these 

aspects in more detail. I begin with the rationale presented by MEXT for the new 

reforms before detailing important revisions to the 2020 Course of Study that concern 

English education. Then in the section on language, I begin with an examination of how 

foreign language education is conceptualized and positioned within the national 

curriculum before presenting the aims and goals. That section is followed by my 

analysis of the remaining themes on the required knowledge of English for teachers, and 

lastly, what methodologies are suggested for EFL lessons. 

 

Restructurings 

The 2020 Course of Study is not only an educational document, but also a 

political one. It is a public policy that establishes the aims and goals of education, 

governs the contents of what is learnt in schools, determines how classes are taught, 

frames learning outcomes and classroom assessment, and standardizes the contents of 

textbooks. Thus, the nature of this education policy is political because it is an endeavor 

by the government to revise the education system by first identifying current problems 

and challenges, alleviating perceived limitations or deficiencies, and then improving on 



 146 

what remains. The policy was written by MEXT and not by an independent research 

group, though the Ministry actively seeks recommendations from advisory boards, 

research groups, and the business community (Azuma, 2002; Ishii, 1998). In addition, 

MEXT actively recruits individuals across the education system, from researchers, 

advisors from Prefectural and City Boards of Education, superintendents, principals, 

and classroom teachers to assist them in revising the Course of Study from elementary 

school to high school. 

Though prepared by MEXT at the national level, the policy’s intended audience 

are the stakeholders situated across the education system whose job is to implement the 

policy in schools. This includes education officials at the Prefectural and City Boards of 

Education, school administrators, such as principals, vice-principals, and even 

classroom teachers. The audience also includes textbook writers and publishing 

companies because the Course of Study states what needs to be included in teaching 

materials and provides guidelines for selecting materials. This curriculum review is top-

down and occurs every ten years to ensure that the quality of schooling in Japan 

remains first-rate, appropriate, and effective; however, it is also a way for the 

government to control education, and thus control what people learn, through a 

centralized system. 

 

Discourse of Crisis 

A discourse of crisis is presented to rationalize the current revisions to the 2020 

Course of Study. MEXT must believe this discourse of crisis is important because it is 
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presented in the opening 5-page introduction of the General Provisions and is repeated 

at the beginning of every subject manual, except in the manual for moral education. 

This introduction is, in fact, presented twice in the manual for Foreign Languages: once 

at the beginning of Foreign Language Activities for Grades 3 and 4, and again at the 

beginning of the section on Foreign Languages for Grades 5 and 6. The introduction 

begins with the following statement: 

今の子供たちやこれから誕生する子供たちが，成人して社会で活躍する

頃には，我が国は厳しい挑戦の時代を迎えていると予想される。生産年

齢人口の減少，グローバル化の進展や絶え間ない技術革新等により，社

会構造や雇用環境は大きく, また急速に変化しており, 予測が困難な時代
となっている。また，急激な少子高齢化が進む中で成熟社会を迎えた我

が国にあっては，一人一人が持続可能な社会の担い手として，その多様

性を原動力とし，質的な豊かさを伴った個人と社会の成長につながる新

たな価値を生み出していくことが期待される。 
 
By the time today's children, and the children soon to be born in the near 
future, become adults and start to take an active role in society, it is 
expected that Japan will be facing an era of severe challenges. Due to the 
declining working age population, the progress of globalization, and 
constant technological innovation, it is an era where the social structure 
and employment situation are changing rapidly and are hard to predict. 
Moreover, Japan has reached a mature society amid a rapid declining 
birthrate and aging population, therefore each and every person must bear 
responsibility to maintain a sustainable society that uses diversity as the 
driving force to lead to personal and social growth with qualitative 
affluence, which is expected to create new value for society (General 
Provisions, p. 1). 

 

This discourse of crisis contains three motifs. First, are threats to social stability, then an 

atmosphere of urgency is created, followed by an inevitable sense that change is 

required. As the excerpt above shows, the introduction begins with a claim that Japan is 

facing an era of severe socioeconomic challenges. The social structure and how people 

will find future employment are rapidly changing due to the demographic changes of 
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the decrease in the working-age population, the rapid decline in the birthrate, and an 

aging population. Third, it claims that the progress of globalization and continuing 

technological innovation, such as artificial intelligence (AI) will change the way 

companies hire people and alter the meaning of knowledge acquired at schools (学校に

おいて獲得する知識の意味にも大きな変化). All these threats to social stability are 

presented as both internal and external pressures. I am not suggesting these predictions 

are inaccurate. I am trying to point out that by establishing this sense of crisis, MEXT 

promotes a narrative that the government and all stakeholders are compelled to act and 

that any revisions introduced are necessary because there will be serious consequences 

if nothing is done. 

To build an atmosphere of urgency in this narrative, a number of adverbs and 

adjectives were used, such as fast (急速), big (大きく), sudden (急激), strict (厳しい), 

challenging (挑戦), severe/difficult (困難な時代), complications (複雑化), and dramatic 

(飛躍的な) as in the dramatic evolution of artificial intelligence (人工知能 (AI) の飛躍

的な進化). These words and phrases were combined with the socioeconomic factors 

stated above to effectively create an atmosphere of impending crisis. By identifying all 

of those socioeconomic issues and by adding a sense of urgency, they help create a 

political agenda that justifies revising the Course of Study. This position appears to 

support Aspinall’s (2013) conclusions that policymakers struggle to manage 

uncertainties or “risk” in our modern global society. 

Lastly, a feeling of unavoidable sense of change is created. MEXT uses specific 

words to express this motif of change: era (時代) is used three times, generation (世代) 
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twice, and change (変化) six times. Similarly, the character 再 sai, which is similar to 

the prefix re- in English and means to do something again, is used three times with the 

words reacknowledge (再認識), rebuild (再構築), and reconstruct (再構成). These words 

suggest that MEXT considers there are deficiencies with the current education system 

and because of the stated socioeconomic issues and challenges, the education system 

must change with the times because children will face these and unforeseen challenges 

in the future. In addition, it is declared in the introduction that Japan has become a 

mature society (成熟社会を迎えた我が国にあっては). Though not explicitly stated, it is 

implied that a mature society, or post-modern society, no longer needs a school 

curriculum whose primary function is to educate and train a workforce for traditional 

employment, such as manufacturing. Japan’s current education system, like in most 

modern societies, was once set up for this role. However, that curriculum can no longer 

meet the needs of society that must quickly adapt to a rapidly evolving socioeconomic 

landscape. This narrative of crisis in the introduction sets the tone and provides 

validation for policy decisions and the revisions that are presented in the 2020 Course of 

Study. But throughout this narrative of crisis, the importance of the schooling system is 

correspondingly advanced. In other words, the education system itself is not criticized. 

 

Discourse on Globalization 

The 2020 Course of Study documents emphasize globalization and downplay 

internationalization. There are four closely connected dimensions to the discourse of 

globalization: agent of change, international community outside Japan, global standards, 
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and English as a lingua franca. First, the discourse conceptualizes globalization as a 

cause of social change rather than a goal, which internationalization was previously 

considered. Compared to the word international the word global itself suggests that 

changes transcend traditional exchanges between nation states and affect all countries. 

In the first excerpt presented earlier, domestic demographic changes and globalization 

are presented as agents of change (生産年齢人口の減少，グローバル化の進展や絶え間

ない技術革新等により/Due to the declining working-age population, the progress of 

globalization, and constant technological innovation and so on...) where the Japanese 

phrase によりmeans because of, due to, or according to. Second, the globalization 

discourse places the “international society” outside Japan, separated from Japanese 

culture and society; thus, globalization does not mean the internationalization of modern 

Japanese society, which the discourse of internationalization had previously promoted. 

Third, the discourse of globalization is used to reassure confidence in the reforms 

presented by referencing global standards in education. Lastly, the discourse on 

globalization reinforces the notion that the English language is a lingua franca, thus it is 

necessary to learn, which justifies making it a subject for Grades 5 and 6 and lowering 

the starting age to Grade 3. In Table 2, I present original Japanese excerpts organized 

along the four dimensions of the discourse of globalization: agent of change, 

international community outside Japan, global standards, and English as a lingua franca. 

Table 3 is the English translations. 
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Table 2. Original Japanese Excerpts: Dimensions within the Discourse on Globalization 
Dimension Excerpt 

Agent of 
Change 

グローバル化が急速に進展する中で，外国語によるコミュニケーション能力

は，これまでのように一部の業種や職種だけでなく，生涯にわたる様々な場

面で必要とされることが想定され，その能力の向上が課題となっている。 
(Foreign Languages Manual, pp. 62-63) 

  
 グローバル化が進展する中で，児童は多様な文化や価値観をもった人々と出

会うことになる。 (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 136) 
 

International 
Community 
Outside 
Japan 

国際社会と向き合って生きていくためには，多様な価値観や考え方をもった

人々を理解し，我が国の一員としての自覚をもち，積極的に交流を図り，協

調，協力していく必要がある。 (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 135) 
 

 題材の選択に当たっては，広い視野から国際理解を深め，国際協調の精神を

養うことに役立つもので，かつ，日本の文化や価値観，考え方などについて

の自覚を高めることができるようなものを選択する必要がある。 (Foreign 
Languages Manual, p. 135) 
 

 そのような社会で生きていくためには，多様な考え方を理解し，柔軟に対応

することや，公正な判断力を養い，相手の状況や立場を共感的に理解できる

心情を育てることが大切である。 (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 136) 
  
Global 
Standards 

また，汎用的な能力の育成を重視する世界的な潮流を踏まえつつ，知識及び

技能と思考力，判断力，表現力等をバランスよく育成してきた我が国の学校

教育の蓄積を生かしていくことが重要とされた。(Foreign Languages 
Manual, p. 60) 
 

 合計 210 単位時間をかけて指導することとなり，この中で 600～ 700語程度

の語を扱うことは，国際的な基準に照らしても妥当な数字である。 (Foreign 
Languages Manual, p. 90) 

  
English as a 
lingua franca 

英語が国際共通語であることを踏まえると，外国語の背景にある文化だけで

なく英語を使ってコミュニケーションを図る人々の文化についても理解を深

めることが大切である。 (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 74) 
 

 英語は世界中で広く日常的なコミュニケーションの手段として使用され，そ

の使われ方も様々であり，発音や用法などの多様性に富んだ言語である。 
(Foreign Languages Manual, p. 84) 
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Table 3. Dimensions within the Discourse on Globalization: English Translations 
Dimension Excerpt 

Agent of 
Change 

With the rapid progress of globalization, it is expected that communication 
skills in foreign languages will be required not only in certain industries and 
occupations as before, but also in various situations throughout a person's 
life, thus improving these skills is an issue. (Foreign Languages Manual, pp. 
62–63)  
 

 As globalization progresses, children will meet people with diverse cultures 
and values. (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 136) 

  
International 
Community 
Outside 
Japan 

In order to live in and face an international society, it is necessary to 
understand people with diverse values and ways of thinking, to be aware of 
being a citizen of Japan, and to aim to actively interact, cooperate and 
collaborate. (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 135) 
 

 It is important to select teaching materials that are useful for deepening 
international understanding from a broad perspective and cultivating a spirit of 
international cooperation, and that can raise the awareness of Japanese 
culture, values, and ways of thinking. (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 135) 
 

 In order to live in such a society, it is important to understand various ways of 
thinking, respond flexibly, cultivate fair judgment, and foster an emotion that 
can empathize with the situation and position of other people. 
(Foreign Languages Manual, p. 136)  

  
Global 
Standards 

While keeping in mind the global trend of emphasizing the development of 
general versatile abilities, it is important to utilize our education system in 
order to cultivate a balance between knowledge and skills with the abilities to 
think, make judgments, express one’s ideas and opinions and so on. (Foreign 
Languages Manual, p. 60) 
 

 With a total of 210 lessons of instruction, learning about 600 to 700 words is a 
reasonable number by international standards.  
(Foreign Languages Manual, p. 90) 

  
English as a 
lingua franca 

Given that English language is an international means of communication, it is 
important to deepen an understanding not only of the culture behind foreign 
languages, but also of the cultures of people who communicate using English. 
(Foreign Languages Manual, p. 74) 
 

 English is widely used as a means of daily communication all over the world, 
and is used in many situations, and is a language rich in its variety, 
pronunciation and usage. (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 84) 
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In the passages above, the positioning of an “international society” is placed 

outside Japan because it is something that needs to be “faced.” The passages do not 

explicitly state where or when this interaction (the literal translation of 出会う is to 

meet someone or something) between peoples from different cultures will happen. One 

excerpt hints at the international mobility of people (possibly skilled workers and 

business professionals though this is not explicitly stated) and because it uses the word 

children it might be assumed that this interaction will take place in the future. The 

othering of the international community is further enforced by placing an emphasis on 

being a citizen of Japan (the literal translation of 我が国の一員として is ‘a member of 

our nation’) and requiring teaching materials that “can raise the awareness of Japanese 

culture, values, and ways of thinking” in MEXT-approved textbooks. These phrases 

express an ideological discourse that does not conceptualize contemporary Japanese 

society as an “international society” or the internationalization of part of Japanese 

society, such as higher education (e.g., Ninomiya, Knight, & Watanabe, 2009). By 

making the international community the “other” outside Japan, it reinforces an ideology 

of Japan as a homogeneous society (Carroll, 2001; Gottlieb, 2012; Heinrich, 2012). By 

minimizing the discourse of internationalization, which suggests the internationalization 

of Japanese society and culture, and replacing it with a discourse of globalization, 

MEXT effectively promotes progressive reforms while simultaneously appeasing 

conservative viewpoints of protecting the Japanese language, culture, and society from 

outside influences. This point supports Forrester and Garratt’s (2016) position that 

education policies can be a mixture of competing traditions, ideologies and educational 
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philosophies that can be viewed as complementary, contradictory, or a mixture of both. 

Another noteworthy point is the phrase “in order to live in such a society” suggests that 

past methods, ideas, and values are insufficient, further justifying reforms that are 

presented in the 2020 Course of Study documents. 

Third, the discourse on globalization presents international standards in 

education as normative. The two passages from the global standards dimension in 

Tables 2 and 3 refer to a global convergence of educational abilities and the assertation 

of international standards, yet there are no references to research, both domestic or 

international, cited in the 2020 Course of Study, so it is unclear which abilities and 

international standards MEXT is referring to. MEXT is attempting to benchmark the 

new curriculum by appearing to measure it against “international standards” and 

referencing global influences on education in an attempt to secure public confidence in 

the reforms, yet in the second excerpt, how the 600-700 word limit was determined to be 

a reasonable international point of reference is not specified. In an interview with former 

MEXT official Mr. Fukuyama, it was explained to me that number is the same word 

count that China has set for their elementary school program and MEXT simply wanted 

to match that amount. This example is another way of benchmarking the curriculum in 

the continuous effort to catch-up with neighboring countries. 

Lastly, the 2020 Course of Study promotes English as a lingua franca and that 

EFL is necessary for all Japanese students to learn. Another point presented in the 

document is that the English language is an international means of communication (国

際的な共通語として英語を使用する観点から) and this point was used in referencing 
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how to spell Japanese words in English (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 114). These 

examples show how MEXT used the idea of international trends and standards to 

legitimize the implementation of English into the elementary school curriculum. 

In this section I have shown that the discourse on globalization presented in the 

2020 Course of Study has a dual purpose. First globalization is framed as an agent of 

change that brings problems that Japan must face. In terms of foreign language 

education, this position means that despite concerns from conservative viewpoints that 

elementary school is not a place for foreign language education, EFL needs to be added 

to the public elementary school curriculum for socioeconomic reasons. Thus, MEXT is 

able to make assertations of meeting acceptable international standards and to justify the 

policy decision of adding English to the elementary school curriculum as a necessary 

response to global influences on education. This fact demonstrates that MEXT has 

agency and supports Steiner-Khamsi’s (2016) assertation that selective borrowing of 

international standards is an attempt to preserve the national educational system. 

However, another interpretation is that the discourse of globalization is used to change 

the narrative away from the idea of internationalizing Japanese society. This point can 

then be used by MEXT to reassure conservative views of elementary school education 

that EFL is not endangering the cultural identity of the country. It can also restore 

confidence in the ideology that Japan is a homogenous society separated from the 

“international community.” However, two questions remain. In the short term, are the 

schools and teachers sufficiently prepared for the addition of English as an academic 

subject? In the long term, will the addition of English to the public elementary school 
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curriculum bring about the desired results of improving national scores on international 

tests? This study addresses this first question. 

 

Realignment of Purpose 

The 2020 Course of Study signals a fundamental change in the purpose of 

education. This change introduces a new progressive discourse on education in Japan. 

The policy documents state that it is designed to improve classroom performance for the 

realization of self-directed, interactive, and deep learning by developing unique 

educational activities that make use of ingenuity (主体的・対話的で深い学びの実現に

向けた授業改善と通して, 創意工夫を生かした特色ある教育活動を展開する, p. 17). 

This new revisionist discourse introduces three new key principles of self-directed 

learning, interactive learning, and deep learning. First, a note on the translations of these 

terms. Self-directed learning (主体的) can also be translated to mean, independent, self-

reliant, or autonomous. In this study I have decided to use self-directed learning. The 

Japanese term (対話的) means interactive and I have translated it as such. It should be 

noted that interactive with who or what is not specifically indicated. The last term, deep 

learning is a literal translation of the Japanese phrase (深い学び). This term could be 

translated into “depth of learning”, but for this phrase I have decided to use the literal 

translation to better reflect the original document. 

The principles of self-directed learning, interactive learning, and deep learning 

establish a progressive framework for how teaching and learning are going to take place 

in Japan’s schools, from elementary school through to high school. Though there is a 
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recognition that learning the content of each subject matter remains important by 

ensuring that basic and fundamental knowledge and skills are acquired (基礎的・基本的

な知識及び技能を確実に習得させ). However, it is stated in the policy documents that 

the school curriculum needs to move beyond traditional forms of rote learning and 

memorizing facts and knowledge for entrance exams. In today’s society and in the 

future, students need to also develop problem-solving skills, thus the new curriculum 

has been revised to develop the necessary competencies for students to think, make 

judgements, and express their opinions (これらを活用して課題を解決するために必要

な思考力，判断力，表現力等を育む). In the 2020 Course of Study, it is stated that 

students need to develop an attitude of proactively engaging in learning, (主体的に学習

に取り組む態度を養い). In order to enable students to achieve this, the 2020 Course of 

Study sets out to enhance learning activities, based on the stages of child development, 

that create the foundation for learning, such as children’s language activities (その際，

児童の発達の段階を考慮して，児童の言語活動など，学習の基盤をつくる活動を充実

するとともに). It promotes collaborative learning with people by making the most of 

the student’s individuality (個性を生かし多様な人々との協働を促す). In spite of all of 

these positive assertions about what the 2020 Course of Study is designed to do, there is 

a recognition that all this cannot be achieved through the education system alone. 

Schools need to coordinate with families in their community to ensure that students 

establish learning habits (家庭との連携を図りながら児童の学習習慣が確立するよう配

慮すること). 
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This fundamental shift in the purpose and aims of education is further articulated 

through the reorganization (再整理) of an important principle ‘a zest for living’ (生きる

力). The original meaning of the phrase ‘a zest for living’ (生きる力) was deemed 

obsolete, but has been reorganized (再整理) to match a new framework for teaching and 

learning. Children are now expected to be “the creators of a sustainable society with 

abundant creativity” (豊かな創造性を備え持続可能な社会の創り手となることが期待さ

れる児童に，生きる力を育むことを目指す, p. 18). Therefore, the education system 

needs to bestow students with new qualities and abilities and the revised 2020 Course of 

Study is one means of achieving that. The phrase ‘the development of qualities and 

abilities’ (資質・能力の育成) was used 10 times throughout the introduction alone to 

emphasize that there has been a fundamental shift in the qualities and abilities that 

education needs to offer child so they can succeed in the future. What those qualities 

and abilities are was not specified. 

 

Realignment of Assessment Standards 

This 2020 Course of Study establishes an updated framework for assessing 

teaching and learning. MEXT advocates that in order for Japan to maintain an open 

society, school education needs to teach qualities and abilities for children to sustain 

that open society. To develop strong academic abilities in students, the 2020 Course of 

Study states that it is important to ensure a balance between the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills, and the development the abilities of thinking, making judgments, 
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and expressing opinions. Therefore, an updated assessment framework for teaching and 

learning is introduced. 

The updated assessment framework is formed around three fundamental 

principles or pillars (三つの柱). These principles are: (a) What you understand and what 

you can do (acquisition of ‘knowledge and skills’ (知識及び技能) in order to work and 

live); (b) How to use your knowledge and what you can do (cultivation of the abilities 

to ‘reason, make decisions, expression’ that can respond to unknown situations (未知の

状況にも対応できる「思考⼒・判断⼒・表現⼒等」の育成); and (c) How to relate to 

society and the world and lead a better life (cultivation of an interest toward learning 

and self-improvement) to make use of learning in life and society). 「どのように社会・

世界と関わり，よりよい⼈⽣を送るか（学びを⼈⽣や社会に⽣かそうとする「学びに

向かう⼒・⼈間性等」の涵養）」. These three new principles, (a) skills and knowledge 

(知識及び技能), (b) abilities of reasoning, thinking, expression (思考⼒・判断⼒・表現

⼒) and (c) cultivating an interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向かう⼒・⼈

間性) are the three new principles that guide the assessment of teaching and learning in 

all subjects from elementary school to high school. 

Unfortunately, this new framing of knowledge, skills, and competencies created 

two problems for the participating schools on how teachers conducted English lessons. 

First, Grade 5 and 6 teachers were double-tasked with teaching a new subject, English, 

while also having to learn a new way of assessing across the whole curriculum. Second, 

the new assessment framework introduced a new vocabulary and created an ambiguous 
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understanding of what core fundamental material is. When the 2020 Course of Study 

came out and schools began implementing it from April 2020, one of the biggest issues 

mentioned by Board of Education officials, school principals, and classroom teachers, 

was not understanding the new assessment guidelines. I address both of these issues in 

more detail in Chapters 6 and 7 when I examine how teachers have appropriated the 

2020 English Course of Study in their lessons. 

 

Role of the Education System 

There is a narrative in the 2020 Course of Study that promotes the importance of 

the school system. In the same introduction I presented earlier, it asserts that Japan’s 

school system has always cherished the ability to meet changes; however, that challenge 

is becoming more complicated and difficult due to the severity and rapid pace of 

globalization and socioeconomic changes. This narrative of identifying the necessity 

and the importance of the education system demonstrates that the Japanese government, 

or at least MEXT, as expressed in the 2020 Course of Study documents, is not 

propagating a neoliberal ideology of education. Neoliberalism frames the purpose of 

education as investments into the human capital of students and calls for the 

privatization of public services, school districts replaced with charter schools, and 

school resources, such as curriculum development, testing, and teacher training to be 

outsourced to private companies. The support for the education system and its 

continued value in Japanese society is expressed in the following passages: 
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このような時代にあって，学校教育には，子供たちが様々な変化に積極

的に向き合い，他者と協働して課題を解決していくことや，様々な情報

を見極め知識の概念的な理解を実現し情報を再構成するなどして新たな

価値につなげていくこと，複雑な状況変化の中で目的を再構築すること

ができるようにすることが求められている。 
 
School education in such an era is required to enable children to actively 
face various changes, collaborate with others to solve problems, identify 
various information, and conceptualize knowledge so they can gain new 
understandings and reconstruct information that leads to new value  
(General Provisions, p. 1). 

 
 

このことは，本来，我が国の学校教育が大切にしてきたことであるもの

の，教師の世代交代が進むと同時に，学校内における教師の世代間のバ

ランスが変化し，教育に関わる様々な経験や知見をどのように継承して

いくかが課題となり，また，子供たちを取り巻く環境の変化により学校

が抱える課題も複雑化・困難化する中で，これまでどおり学校の工夫だ

けにその実現を委ねることは困難になってきている。 
 
This is something that school education in Japan has always valued, but 
as the generation of teachers change, the balance between teacher 
generations in the school changes, and various experiences and 
knowledge related to education also change and the challenges faced by 
schools are becoming more complicated and difficult due to changes in 
the social environment surrounding children (General Provisions, p. 1). 

 
 

“よりよい学校教育を通じてよりよい社会を創る”という目標を学校と

社会が共有し，連携・協働しながら，新しい時代に求められる資質・能

力を子供たちに育む「社会に開かれた教育課程」の実現を目指し 
 
With the aim of "creating a better society through better school 
education" schools and society need to share and collaborate with the 
goal of making [A curriculum open to society] that fosters children with 
the qualities and abilities required in this new era (General Provisions, p. 
2). 
 
 
子供たちが，学習内容を人生や社会の在り方と結び付けて深く理解し，

これからの時代に求められる資質・能力を身に付け，生涯にわたって能

動的に学び続けることができるようにするためには，これまでの学校教

育の蓄積を生かし，学習の質を一層高める授業改善の取組を活性化して

いくことが必要であり，我が国の優れた教育実践に見られる普遍的な視
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点である「主体的・対話的で深い学び」の実現に向けた授業改善（アク

ティブ・ラーニングの視点に立った授業改善）を推進することが求めら

れる。 
 
In order for children to deeply understand what they are learning and be 
able to connect that to their lives and society, acquire the qualities and 
abilities required for the future, and continue learning after they have left 
school, it is necessary to make every effort to improve lessons to further 
improve the quality of learning in schools. In order to do this, it is 
essential to promote lesson development (class improvement from the 
viewpoint of active learning) toward the realization of "independent, 
interactive, and deep learning" which is the universal viewpoint seen in 
Japan's excellent educational practices (General Provisions, p. 3-4). 
 
教育課程を通して，これからの時代に求められる教育を実現していくた

めには，よりよい学校教育を通してよりよい社会を創るという理念を学

校と社会とが共有することが求められる。 
 
It is necessary for schools and society to share the idea of creating a better 
society through better school education in order to realize the education 
required in the future through the curriculum (General Provisions, p. 6). 

 

These examples demonstrate that MEXT has no desire to change the fundamental 

structure of the education system, but is trying to change the contents of the national 

curriculum. This point is important because it proves MEXT’s willingness to preserve 

the infrastructure of the public school system and not to completely adapt neoliberal 

ideas of improving public education through privatization, school choice, and 

accountability policies to promote so called “effective” teaching practices. This position 

does not mean that the Japanese education system is free from neoliberal changes (e.g., 

Takayama, 2008; Takayama & Lingard, 2018), but there is a narrative of support for the 

current education system expressed in the 2020 Course of Study. 
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Cross-Curricular Approach 

The revised Course of Study introduces a more holistic and integrated 

curriculum. Students need to learn to collaborate with others in order to develop new 

skills, identify and solve problems, seek out information, and explain their ideas and 

opinions. To achieve these goals, a more integrated curriculum and approach to 

teaching is promoted. 

２ 教科等横断的な視点に立った資質・能力の育成 
⑴ 各学校においては，児童の発達の段階を考慮し，言語能力，情報活

用能力（情報モラルを含む。），問題発見・解決能力等の学習の基盤と

なる資質・能力を育成していくことができるよう，各教科等の特質を生

かし，教科等横断的な視点から教育課程の編成を図るものとする。 
⑵ 各学校においては，児童や学校，地域の実態及び児童の発達の段階

を考慮し，豊かな人生の実現や災害等を乗り越えて次代の社会を形成す

ることに向けた現代的な諸課題に対応して求められる資質・能力を，教

科等横断的な視点で育成していくことができるよう，各学校の特色を生

かした教育課程の編成を図るものとする。 
 
2 Development of qualities and abilities from a cross-curriculum 
perspective 
(1) At each school level the curriculum shall be organized from a cross-
curricular perspective, taking into account the stages of child 
development in order to develop language abilities, ICT abilities 
(including ICT ethics), problem finding / solving abilities, which are the 
qualities and abilities that form the foundation for learning along with 
utilizing the characteristics of each subject. 
(2) Considering the actual situation of students, schools, communities and 
the stage of development of children at each school level, it is necessary 
to be able to take a cross-curricular perspective in order to develop the 
qualities and abilities required in response to modern issues in order to 
lead a prosperous life and overcoming disasters and become the next 
generation of society, thus the curriculum shall also be organized to take 
advantage of the characteristics of each school (Course of Study 
Overview, p. 19). 

 

Rather than just being a collection of content knowledge from different subjects, the 

2020 Course of Study promotes self-directed, interactive, and deep learning (主体的・
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対話的で深い学び, General Provisions, p. 3) as the new qualities and competencies 

necessary for the future. Therefore, the 2020 Course of Study promotes a more cross-

curricular approach to teaching and learning (教科等横断的な視点に立った資質・能力

の育成 Course of Study Overview, p. 19). The objective is to improve the overall 

quality of learning, such as language activities, observations and experiments, and 

problem-solving skills that were normally conducted in each subject. Many of these 

changes can be seen as a progressive approach to reforms. However, this progressive 

discourse on education reform is also balanced with a discourse that promotes 

traditional views of culture and nation. In the next section, I discuss the ideology of 

language and culture and how foreign language education is viewed as a possible threat 

to the political ideology of the nation, culture, and identity. 

 

Special Subject: Moral Education  

The 2020 Course of Study not only establishes Foreign Languages as a new 

subject in Grades 5 and 6, but it also makes moral education a subject with special 

status across the entire curriculum. An extensive analysis of moral education and how it 

is conceptualized and designed in the 2020 Course of Study is beyond the focus of this 

study. What I would like to bring to the readers’ attention is that within the same policy 

that promotes the need for foreign language education in the elementary school 

curriculum, is another discourse that promotes traditional views towards culture and 

identity. For example: 
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伝統と文化を尊重し，それらをはぐくんできた我が国と郷土を愛する態

度を養うとともに，進んで外国の文化の理解を通じて，他国を尊重し，

国際社会の平和と発展に寄与する態度を養うこと 
 
[Students will] respect tradition and culture, cultivate an attitude of loving 
our country and their hometowns that have nurtured them, and be willing 
to respect other countries and cultivate an attitude that contributes to the 
peace and development of the international community through an 
understanding of foreign cultures.  
 
道徳教育を進めるに当たっては，人間尊重の精神と生命に対する畏敬の

念を家庭，学校，その他社会における具体的な生活の中に生かし，豊か

な心をもち，伝統と文化を尊重し，それらを育んできた我が国と郷土を

愛し，個性豊かな文化の創造を図るとともに，平和で民主的な国家及び

社会の形成者として，公共の精神を尊び，社会及び国家の発展に努め，

他国を尊重し，国際社会の平和と発展や環境の保全に貢献し未来を拓ひ

らく主体性のある日本人の育成に資することとなるよう特に留意するこ

と。 
 
In advancement of moral education, it should nurture independent 
Japanese people who will open up the future by forming a spirit of 
respect for human beings and awe for life in terms of family, school, and 
other societies; have a rich heart; respect traditions and cultures, have a 
love for country and hometown; create a unique culture; respect the 
public spirit and be someone who can strive to help form a peaceful and 
democratic nation and society; respect other countries; pay particular 
attention contributing to the peace and development of the international 
community; and conserve the environment (Course of Study Overview, p. 
28) 

 

I do not view these points as problematic. As Forrester and Garratt (2016) posited, 

educational language policies can contain different traditions, ideologies and 

educational philosophies that can be perceived as being both complementary and 

contradictory. Another example of this position was expressed regarding Moral 

Education near the end of the Foreign Language Manual, which states: 
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ウ伝統と文化を尊重し，それらを育んできた我が国と郷土を愛し，個性

豊かな文化の創造を図る 
 個性豊かな文化の継承・発展・創造のためには，先人の残した有形，

無形の文化的遺産の中に優れたものを見いだし，それを生み出した精神

に学び，それを継承し発展させることも必要である。また，国際社会の

中で主体性をもって生きていくには，国際感覚をもち，国際的視野に立

ちながらも，自らの国や地域の伝統や文化についての理解を深め，尊重

する態度を身に付けることが重要である。 
 したがって，我が国や郷土の伝統と文化に対する関心や理解を深め，

それを尊重し，継承，発展させる態度を育成するとともに，それらを育

んできた我が国と郷土への親しみや愛着の情を深め，世界と日本との関

わりについて考え，日本人としての自覚をもって，文化の継承・発展・

創造と社会の発展に貢献し得る能力や態度が養われなければならない。 
 
C. Respect traditions and cultures, love our nation and the hometown 
where they grew up, and strive to create unique cultures. 
 In order to inherit, develop, and create of a unique culture, it is 
important to discover and learn the spirit and created the valuable 
tangible and intangible cultural heritage left behind by our ancestors. In 
addition, in order to live independently within the international 
community, it is important to have an international awareness, take an 
international perspective, deepen your understanding of the traditions and 
culture of our nation or your region, and acquire an attitude of respect. 
 Therefore, it is necessary to cultivate the abilities and attitudes to 
deepen an interest in and understanding of the traditions and cultures of 
our nation and birthplace, foster an attitude of respect, succession and 
development towards them, and deepening a sense of closeness and 
attachment to our nation and one's birthplace, while being aware they are 
Japanese, and think about the relationship between Japan and the world in 
order to make a contribution (Foreign Languages Manual, p.134-135). 

 

In the passage above, the international community is positioned outside Japan and away 

from Japanese culture. This policy advocates that Japanese people are to “live 

independently within the international community” (国際社会の中で主体性をもって生

きていく) and to have a certain sense of national identity (日本人としての自覚をもって

). However, there is no mention of the rich diversity that exists in contemporary 

Japanese society and Japanese culture is expressed as monolithic. Directly mentioning 
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patriotism, love of nation, and one’s birthplace (我が国と郷土を愛し), the tangible and 

intangible cultural heritage left by ancestors (先人の残した有形，無形の文化的遺産), 

and deepening an understanding and acquire a sense of respect for traditions and culture 

(自らの国や地域の伝統や文化についての理解を深め，尊重する態度を身に付けること

が重要である) are all appeals to a conservative nationalist political agenda in the 

Manual for Foreign Languages. 

 

Foreign Language Education and Culture 

One noteworthy difference between the 2020 Course of Study and earlier 

versions is that in the newest version culture is differentiated from learning a foreign 

language. The third aim of foreign language education in Grades 5 and 6 is to “deepen 

the understanding of the culture behind the foreign language and while giving 

consideration to others, cultivate an attitude of proactively try to communicate using the 

foreign language” (外国語の背景にある文化に対する理解を深め，他者に配慮しながら

，主体的に外国語を用いてコミュニケーションを図ろうとする態度を養う) (Course of 

Study Overview, p. 156) (Italics mine). The relationship between culture and the 

learning of foreign languages was expressed throughout the 2020 Course of Study 

documents. For example: 

本目標での「外国語の背景にある文化に対する理解を深め」は，中学年

の外国語活動において「言語やその背景にある文化に対する理解を深

め」としていることを踏まえたものである。中学年の外国語活動では，

学習の対象となる外国語のみならず，日本語も含めた様々な言語そのも

のへの理解や言語の背景にある文化に対する理解を深めることを求めて

いる。そのような理解が，高学年の外国語科で，対象となる外国語の背

景にある文化に対する理解の深まりへとつながる。 
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The aim of "deepening the understanding of the culture behind the 
foreign language" is based on the fact that the middle grades [Grades 3 
and 4] foreign language activities are designed to "deepen understanding 
of the language and the culture behind the language." In the middle 
grades of foreign language activities, students are expected to deepen 
their understanding not only of the target foreign language, but also of 
other languages, including Japanese, and of the culture behind the 
language. Such understanding leads to a deeper understanding of the 
culture behind the target foreign language in the upper grades [Grades 5 
and 6] of foreign language studies. (Foreign Language Manual, p. 73). 

 

The notion that culture is important to learning a foreign language, but that language 

acquisition does not mean acquiring another culture is clarified in the following passage: 

なお，中学校の外国語科において，改訂前は，「言語や文化に対する理

解を深め」とし，その「文化」を「その言語の背景にある文化」と解説

していたが，今回の改訂により，「外国語の背景にある文化」とし，そ

の意味合いを明確にしている。さらに，英語が国際共通語であることを

踏まえると，外国語の背景にある文化だけでなく英語を使ってコミュニ

ケーションを図る人々の文化についても理解を深めることが大切である。 
 
Before the revisions [in the 2020 Course of Study], [the previous 2011 
Course of Study] for junior high school foreign languages stated 
"deepening the understanding of language and culture" and explained that 
"culture" was "the culture behind that language." This meaning is now 
clarified as "the culture behind the foreign language." Furthermore, given 
that English is an internationally used language, it is important to deepen 
understanding not only of the culture behind the foreign language 
[English], but also of the cultures of the people who communicate using 
English (Foreign Language Manual, p. 73-74). 

 

One interpretation of the relationship between culture and foreign language education is 

that MEXT has emphasized learning foreign language skills over international 

understanding, a notion that fits with the discourse of globalization that emphasizes 

improved proficiency in the foreign language over international understanding. In 

addition, because the 2020 Course of Study presents English as a lingua franca, the 



 169 

policy does not equate English with one culture or county (e.g., English = America) by 

recognizing the cultures of all people who use English, as expressed in the above 

excerpt. 

Another interpretation of foreign language learning and the culture behind the 

language is that now that English is an academic subject in the nation’s public 

elementary schools, it is necessary for MEXT to avoid equating learning a foreign 

language with learning a foreign culture. In other words, MEXT does not want to appear 

to be upholding a form of American or British cultural imperialism (Canagarajah & 

Said, 2011; Phillipson, 1992) through the promotion of English as the most needed 

foreign language in the education system. Therefore, by making a distinction between 

English and the culture behind the foreign language, MEXT can appeal to conservative 

discourses and ideologies that consider foreign language education in the elementary 

school system as a threat to national identity. In Chapter 2, I covered the historical 

debates and conflicts regarding English and foreign language learning in Japan’s 

education system. My aim is not to advance into a discussion on the relationship 

between culture, national identity, education, and foreign language education, but simply 

to highlight how culture and English education are presented in the 2020 Elementary 

School English Course of Study. This point also illustrates the educational and political 

challenges that national-level policymakers face in creating educational language 

policies. In the next section I describe how the new academic subject of Foreign 

Languages has been incorporated into the elementary school curriculum. 
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Integration of EFL into the Curriculum 

In this section I analyze how English as an academic subject is incorporated into 

the national curriculum and expressed through the 2020 Course of Study. First, I begin 

by discussing how the rationale for lowering the starting age to Grade 3 and the 

rationale for making it an academic subject beginning in Grade 5 were combined into a 

single issue, and how that issue is related to globalization. I then summarize the goals 

for Grades 5 and 6 English. This is followed by an examination of the views towards 

CTL, analyzing the keyword communication and how this word has been utilized in 

different forms to mean different things. Last, I elaborate on how EFL lessons are 

conceived in the 2020 Course of Study through the theme of language activities. 

 

Rationales for Changing the EFL Curriculum 

The rationale for lowering the staring age to Grade 3 and the rationale for 

making EFL an academic subject from Grade 5 were combined into a single issue. 

MEXT could have made English an academic subject in Grade 5 without adding the 

once-a-week foreign language activities to the Grade 3 and 4 curriculum. Furthermore, 

MEXT could have decided to lower the starting age to Grade 3 without making English 

an academic subject from Grade 5. The explanation for doing both begins by presenting 

globalization as affecting the need for foreign languages, which is why foreign 

language activities were first introduced into the national curriculum in 2011. Then in 

the third paragraph, the explanation addresses issues of perceived deficiencies in the 

system, with the fourth paragraph rationalizing the lowering of the starting age to Grade 
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3 in order to increase student motivation to learn and to carry that over into the upper 

grades of the elementary school and beyond to junior high school. The fifth paragraph 

states three perceived limitations that MEXT needed to fix in regards to elementary 

school foreign language education. 

グローバル化が急速に進展する中で，外国語によるコミュニケーション

能力は，これまでのように一部の業種や職種だけでなく，生涯にわたる

様々な場面で必要とされることが想定され，その能力の向上が課題とな

っている。 
 
With the rapid progress of globalization, it is expected that 
communication skills in foreign languages will be required not only in 
certain industries and occupations as in the past, but also in various 
situations throughout a person's life; thus, improving these skills has 
become an issue. 
 
平成 20 年改訂の学習指導要領は，小・中・高等学校で一貫した外国語

教育を実施することにより，外国語を通じて，言語や文化に対する理解

を深め，積極的に外国語を用いてコミュニケーションを図ろうとする態

度や，情報や考えなどを的確に理解したり適切に伝えたりする力を身に

付けさせることを目標として掲げ，「聞くこと」，「話すこと」，「読

むこと」，「書くこと」などを総合的に育成することをねらいとして改

訂され，様々な取組を通じて指導の充実が図られてきた。 
 
The 2011 Course of Study has been revised with the aim of 
comprehensively nurturing the skills of "listening," "speaking," "reading," 
and "writing" by implementing foreign language education in elementary, 
junior high, and high schools and through foreign languages [students] 
will develop a deeper understanding of languages and cultures, develop a 
positive attitude towards actively communicating in a foreign language, 
and have the ability to accurately understand and properly convey 
information and ideas (Foreign Language Manual, p. 7 & 63). 
 
また，小学校から各学校段階における指導改善による成果が認められる

ものの，学年が上がるにつれて児童生徒の学習意欲に課題が生じるとい

った状況や，学校種間の接続が十分とは言えず，進級や進学をした後に，

それまでの学習内容や指導方法等を発展的に生かすことができないとい

った状況も見られている。 
 
In addition, although instructional improvements at each school level 
from elementary school onward have been recognized as a success, there 
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are situations in which problems arise with student motivation to learn as 
they move up through the grades, and situations in which the transition 
between school stages is insufficient, and students are unable to make use 
of the content and teaching methods after moving on to the next grade 
(Foreign Language Manual, p. 7 & 63). 

 
こうした成果と課題を踏まえて，今回の改訂では，小学校中学年から外

国語活動を導入し，「聞くこと」，「話すこと」を中心とした活動を通

じて外国語に慣れ親しみ外国語学習への動機付けを高めた上で，高学年

から発達の段階に応じて段階的に文字を「読むこと」，「書くこと」を

加えて総合的・系統的に扱う教科学習を行うとともに，中学校への接続

を図ることを重視することとしている。 
 
Based on these achievements and issues, the new revisions introduce 
foreign language activities in the middle grades of elementary school that 
focus on "listening" and "speaking" in order for students to become 
familiar with foreign languages and raise student motivation so that with 
the stages of development from the upper grades, reading and writing is 
added so that students will be able to comprehensively and systematically 
handle learning it as a subject with an emphasis on a better transition to 
junior high school (Foreign Language Manual, p. 7 & 63). 
 
小学校では，平成 23 年度から高学年において外国語活動が導入され，

その充実により，児童の高い学習意欲，中学生の外国語教育に対する積

極性の向上といった成果が認められている。一方で，①音声中心で学ん

だことが，中学校の段階で音声から文字への学習に円滑に接続されてい

ない，②日本語と英語の音声の違いや英語の発音と綴りの関係，文構造

の学習において課題がある，③高学年は，児童の抽象的な思考力が高ま

る段階であり，より体系的な学習が求められることなどが課題として指

摘されている。 
 
In 2011, foreign language activities were first introduced in the upper 
grades of elementary school, and it is recognized that achievements such 
as an increase in the motivation of children and improvement of junior 
high school students' willingness to learn foreign languages. On the other 
hand, (1) what they learned mainly through listening and speaking did not 
smoothly transition to learning reading and writing in junior high school, 
(2) it was pointed out that there were problems learning because of the 
difference between the pronunciation of Japanese and English and the 
relationship between English pronunciation and spelling, and also there 
were problems in learning sentence structure, and (3) the upper grades are 
at the stage where children's ability for abstract thinking is enhanced so a 
more systematic learning approach is required (Foreign Language 
Manual, p. 7). 
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In analyzing these excerpts from the 2020 Course of Study, the rationale for 

lowering the staring age to Grade 3 and the rationale for making English an academic 

subject from Grade 5 are combined as a single issue because of globalization. 

Historically in Japan, English education was considered something needed by 

individuals only in elite social positions of government, industries, and academia. 

Therefore, bilingual education for the masses to produce a multilingual society for the 

socioeconomic development of Japan was never established. As I mentioned in Chapter 

2, the ideology of “one nation, one language” dominated the narrative throughout the 

Meiji Era of development (e.g., Anderson 1983; Carroll, 2001; Gottlieb, 2012; 

Heinrich, 2012). However, the discourse on globalization has modified this historical 

view of foreign language education. The 2020 Course of Study declares that with the 

rapid progress of globalization, it is now expected that foreign languages skills will be 

required not only in specific industries and occupations as before (これまでのように一

部の業種や職種だけでなく), but foreign language skills have a newer and wider utility 

that will be needed in many situations throughout a person's life (生涯にわたる様々な場

面で必要とされることが想定され). Therefore, improving foreign language skills is an 

issue that is addressed in this policy (その能力の向上が課題となっている, p. 62 

Foreign Language Manual). Though I do not consider these statements to be wrong, it is 

unclear what situations, for elementary school students, the policy is referring to. This 

might imply that through the tourist industry there will be more opportunities for people 

to travel abroad and more people will visit Japan, or one can infer that Japanese society 
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is diverse and multilingual. Unfortunately, this is never fully addressed in the 2020 

Course of Study on foreign languages. 

Though it is not explicitly stated in the 2020 Course of Study, it is an 

educational language policy implicitly promoting a form of bilingual education because 

the policy states that all Japanese citizens must learn a foreign language and it implies 

that being monolingual has limitations in our globalized world. If MEXT is stating that 

they foresee more Japanese people will be using foreign languages in various situations 

throughout their lifetime (外国語によるコミュニケーション能力は，これまでのように

一部の業種や職種だけでなく，生涯にわたる様々な場面で必要とされることが想定さ

れ) then one interpretation of this notion is that speaking only one language no longer 

has the same utility and does not carry the same social value as it once did. With this 

new educational policy, the time spent learning English in the compulsory school 

education system (the end of junior high school or Grade 9) has gone from five years to 

seven years with an additional three years in high school. However, if English is 

presented as a future skill and commodity for work and not something young learners 

need and can use now, then how long can students maintain motivation to invest time 

and effort to acquire the skill? Having a clear and explicit statement of purpose on why 

foreign language education is required for these young learners and how they can gain 

from learning English now would benefit all stakeholders and provide stronger 

objectives for elementary school EFL lessons. It is unknown if this absence of such a 

statement was an oversight or if it was too political to make such an explicit statement 
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regarding bilingual education in the elementary school national curriculum. This point 

is one weakness of the 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study. 

 

Emphasis on Communication 

The 2020 English Course of Study places importance on communication. In the 

first chapter in the section on Grade 5 and 6 EFL, the word communication is used 

seven times. Contrastively, in Chapter 2, the 54 pages that cover the aims of foreign 

language education, and the aims and contents of English, the word communication 

appears a total of 63 times. The last section on lesson plan design uses communication 

another 20 times. This brings the total usage of the word communication to 91 just in 

the section spanning Grades 5 and 6. Though is it used ubiquitously throughout, it is 

utilized in a variety of ways to express several notions. Some of the more common uses 

of communication are as follows: コミュニケーションを図ろうとする態度・資質

attitudes or qualities to communicate, コミュニケーションを図ろう基礎 basics of 

communication, 外国語によるコミュニケーション能力 communication skills in foreign 

languages, 実際コミュニケーション authentic communication, 具体的なコミュニケー

ション specific communication, 主体的にコミュニケーションを図る communicate 

independently, 日常的なコミュニケーションの手段, means of daily communication,コ

ミュニケーションを行う目的や場面 purposes and situations of communication, コミュ

ニケーションの体験 experience communicating, コミュニケーションの相手

communication partner, and コミュニケーションを円滑にする smooth communication.  
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These examples illustrate that there are different types of communication, 

several properties and attributes, certain conditions, partners, and methods of 

communicating. This list is not exhaustive of all the uses of communication in the 

Foreign Language Manual; however, what I am trying to demonstrate is that the word 

communication has been presented to elementary school teachers, and other 

stakeholders, in a complex manner. 

Not only is the frequency of usage remarkable, but where the word 

communication appears, and does not appear, is noteworthy. The section of the Manual 

that covers the goals for listening, reading, speaking (conversation and presentations), 

and writing begins on page 75 and finishes on page 82. The first line states: In regards 

to English, based on the aforementioned aims of foreign language education, the 

following specific goals have been set (Foreign Languages Manual, p.75). This one 

sentence links communication to the goals of English; however, in the 7-page 

explanation of the goals, communication is used only once in reference to the previous 

2011 Course of Study’s goal of “when experiencing communication in a foreign 

language” (外国語でのコミュニケーションを体験させる際, Foreign Languages 

Manual, p. 75). The aims from the 2020 Course of Study on elementary school foreign 

language activities in Grades 3 and 4, along with the aims of foreign languages (English 

as an academic subject) in Grades 5 and 6, are presented in Table 4. Similarly, the goals 

of English education are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 4. Aims of Foreign Language Activities and Foreign Language Education  
Foreign Language Activities 

Grades 3 and 4 
Foreign Languages 

Grades 5 and 6 
Overall Aim 
  

The aim is to develop the qualities 
and abilities that are the foundation 
for communicating in a foreign 
language. This is achieved through 
listening and speaking activities and 
by developing the viewpoints and 
ways of thinking in communicating in 
a foreign language. 

The aim is to develop the qualities 
and abilities that are the basis for 
communicating in a foreign language 
through the language activities of 
listening, reading, speaking, and 
writing, and to enhance their points 
of view and ways of thinking how to 
communicate in a foreign language.                        

(Knowledge and 
skills) 

(1) Through foreign languages, 
students will deepen their 
understanding of language and 
culture firsthand, notice the 
differences in the sounds between 
Japanese and foreign languages, 
and familiarize themselves with the 
sounds and basic expressions of 
foreign languages. 

 (1) Be aware of the differences 
between Japanese and foreign 
languages in terms of such things as 
the sounds, letters, vocabulary, 
expressions, sentence structures, 
and language functions, and 
understand how to apply that 
knowledge to acquire basic skills of 
listening, reading, speaking and 
writing so they can be utilized in real 
communicative situations. 

(Thinking, 
judgment, 
expressive 
abilities) 

(2) To cultivate the ability to 
communicate one's thoughts and 
feelings by listening and speaking in 
a foreign language about familiar and 
simple matters.  

⑵ Depending on the purpose, place, 
situation concerning communication, 
students can use basic expressions 
that they have been exposed to and 
are familiar with in order to talk about 
familiar and simple matters; can 
guess how to read vocabulary and 
basic expressions they have heard 
many times before and further 
develop the ability to communicate 
their thoughts and feelings through 
writing while being aware of word 
order. 

Interest towards 
learning, 
character 
development 

(3) Through foreign languages, 
students will deepen their 
understanding of the language and 
the culture behind it, and also 
cultivate an attitude of proactively 
trying to communicate using foreign 
languages while giving consideration 
to the person they are speaking to. 

(3) Deepen students’ understanding 
of the cultural aspects behind the 
foreign language, and cultivate an 
attitude of proactively trying to 
communicate in a foreign language 
while giving consideration to others. 
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Table 5. Goals of English Activities and English as Subject 
 

Skill 
English Activities 

Grades 3 & 4 
English (academic subject) 

Grades 5 & 6 
Listening A. When spoken slowly and clearly, 

students can listen to and 
understand simple words that 
describe objects and things are 
immediately around them. 

A. If spoken slowly and clearly, 
students will be able to understand 
simple words and basic expressions 
about themselves and about simple 
and familiar topics. 

 B. When spoken slowly and clearly 
students are able to understand the 
meaning of basic expressions 
related to familiar and simple 
matters. 

B. If spoken slowly and clearly, 
students can understand specific 
information about familiar and simple 
matters related to their daily life. 

 C. To be able to listen and 
understand the names and be able 
to identify the letters of the alphabet. 

C. If spoken slowly and clearly, 
students will be able to understand the 
overview of a short story or message 
about familiar and simple matters 
related to their daily life. 

Reading  A. To be able to identify printed letters 
of the alphabet and pronounce their 
readings. 

  B. To be able to read simple words 
and basic expressions that students 
have already been exposed to and 
heard many times. 

Speaking 

(Conversation) 

A. Students can say and respond to 
basic expressions such as saying 
greetings, expressing thanks, and 
giving simple instructions. 

A. Using basic expressions, students 
can say and respond to simple 
instructions and requests. 

 B. Using simple words, expressions 
and gestures, students are able to 
talk about themselves, about things 
around them, and express their 
thoughts and feelings. 

B. Using simple words and 
expressions, students are able to 
communicate their thoughts and 
feelings about familiar and simple 
matters related to their daily life. 

 C. With support, students can use 
basic words and expressions to ask 
and answer questions about 
themselves, or people and things 
close to them. 

C. Students are able to use simple 
words and basic expressions to ask 
and answer questions on the spot 
about themselves, another person, 
and things around them. 

Speaking  
(Presentation) 

A. Using simple words and basic 
expressions, students can try to talk 
about and show something that is of 
interest to them. 

A. Using simple words and basic 
expressions, students are able to talk 
about familiar and simple things 
related to their daily life. 

Table 5 (continues). 
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Table 5 (continued). 
 

Skill 
English Activities 

Grades 3 & 4 
English (academic subject) 

Grades 5 & 6 
Speaking  

(Presentation) 

B. Using simple words, basic 
expressions and realia, students try 
to talk about themselves. 

B. After organizing what they are want 
to convey, students are able to speak 
using simple words and basic 
expressions. 

 C. Using simple words, basic 
expressions, and real objects, 
students try to talk about and 
express their thoughts and feelings 
on a simple and familiar topic related 
to their daily lives. 

C. After organizing and preparing what 
they are trying to convey, students can 
use simple words and basic 
expressions to express their thoughts 
and feelings about familiar and simple 
topics. 

Writing  A. Students can write both uppercase 
and lowercase letters of the alphabet. 
In addition, students become aware of 
the word order as they copy simple 
words and basic expressions that they 
have already been exposed to. 

  B. Using example sentences and 
simple words and expressions 
students are familiar with, students are 
be able to write about oneself and 
familiar things. 

 

In other words, communication is not explicitly stated in the new goals for teaching 

listening, reading, speaking (conversation and presentations), and writing. This lack of 

including communication with these language skills in the 2020 English Course of 

Study for Grades 5 and 6 might be problematic for elementary school teachers and lead 

to misunderstandings how they should conduct English lessons. 

 

The Teaching of Other Languages 

The official title of the 2020 Course of Study documents that relate to EFL 

education is Foreign Language Activities (外国語活動) for Grades 3 and 4, and for the 
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new academic subject in Grades 5 and 6, the name is simply Foreign Languages (外国語

). In Japanese, there is no pluralization of nouns, but I have translated the titles to read 

activities and languages, respectfully. Because the official name is Foreign Language 

Activities and Foreign Languages and not English, it suggests that other languages 

might also be taught in elementary schools. In fact, this issue is addressed in the Manual  

on the last page of Chapter 3 and states: 

英語ではなくほかの外国語を指導する場合については英語に準じて行う

ことを示したものである。グローバル化が進展する中，日本の子供たち

や若者に多様な外国語を学ぶ機会を提供することは，言語やその背景に

ある文化を理解することにつながるため，中央教育審議会答申において

は，英語以外の外国語教育の必要性を更に明確にすることが指摘された。

外国語科で育成を目指す三つの資質・能力に関する目標に基づき，英語

の目標及び内容に準じて指導を行うことが必要である。このため，当該

外国語の五つの領域別の目標，内容及び指導計画の作成と内容の取扱い

については，「第２ 各言語の目標及び内容等」の英語を参考にして，

目標及び内容を適切に設定した上で，適切な指導計画の作成と内容の取

扱いを行うことが必要である。 
 
If another foreign language other than English is taught, it will be done in 
accordance with English. As globalization progresses, providing 
opportunities for Japanese children and young people to learn a variety of 
foreign languages will lead to an understanding of the language and the 
culture behind it. Therefore, the report of the Central Education Council 
clearly stated there was a need for foreign language education other than 
English. In such a case, it is necessary to provide lessons according to the 
goals and contents of English and matches the three qualities and abilities 
that are the aims the academic subject of Foreign Languages. For this 
reason, it is necessary to appropriately set the goals and contents of each 
of the five skills of the foreign language with reference to English as 
mentioned in Section 2. (Foreign Language Manual, p. 136). 

 

MEXT recognizes the need for other foreign languages, but only English is promoted in 

the 2020 Course of Study documents. The last page of Chapter 3: Creation of Lesson 

Plans and Handling of Contents (3 章 指導計画の作成と内容の取扱い) begins with the 
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following: 1. In principle, [students] should take English in foreign language courses (

１ 外国語科においては，英語を履修させることを原則とすること, Foreign Language 

Manual, p. 137). In this sentence, the Japanese verb used is rishū sa seru, which can be 

translated to mean take a class, study a subject, or take a course. In this sentence, the 

causative form is used, which can mean either (a) to make somebody do something, or 

(b) let somebody do something. Therefore, in this sentence it has the meaning of 

making students take English or allowing students to study English. Even though the 

word students is not used in the original Japanese, it can be assumed to refer to 

elementary school students. This statement does not declare that schools must teach 

English, but rather that students must take English. The grounds for making English a 

subject in elementary schools is: 

小学校の外国語科では，英語が世界で広くコミュニケーションの手段と

して用いられている実態や，改訂前の高学年における外国語活動におい

ても英語を取り扱ってきたこと，中学校の外国語科は英語を履修するこ

とが原則とされていることなどを踏まえ，英語を取り扱うことを原則と

することを示したものである。 
 
English is widely used as a means of communication throughout the 
world, English was first introduced in foreign language activities for the 
upper grades in the previous Course of Study, and English is the principle 
foreign language taught in junior high school. Based on these facts, it 
shows that in principle English will be used in the academic subject of 
elementary school foreign languages (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 
137). 

 

The reasons given are pragmatic: English is a lingua franca, it was the language first 

introduced in the curriculum in the previous 2011 Course of Study that made EFL 

lessons mandatory, and it is the language already taught in junior high schools. 

Nevertheless, the 2020 Course of Study reinforces the idea that the English language is 



 182 

at the top of a linguistic hierarchy and other foreign languages, such as Korean and 

Chinese are kept out of the public education system.  

In this section I presented how English is conceptualized in the 2020 Course of 

Study documents and what the aims and goals for the new subject of English are. I also 

showed how other languages have been excluded and that the discourse of globalization 

was used to rationalize the introduction of English as a subject into the elementary 

school curriculum. In the next section I analyze how the 2020 Course of Study presents 

knowledge that teachers need to conduct lessons. 

 

The Focus on Knowledge for Teachers 

The Manual on Foreign Languages contains a 37-page explanation of the 

contents of what is to be taught in English classes. The section is divided into three 

parts. The first part is a list of grammatical rules and structures that elementary school 

teachers need to understand in order to teach English in Grades 5 and 6. The next part 

clarifies what language activities are and how they should be conducted for the five 

language skills of listening, speaking, both conversation and presentations, plus the new 

skills of reading and writing. The last part is a list of examples of linguistic functions 

and notions in the elementary school curriculum. Together these three parts comprise 

the knowledge teachers need to conduct EFL lessons. It provides an explanation of what 

teachers need to know and do. However, it does not inform teachers how to teach so that 

students can learn the language. I discuss these issues in greater detail in Chapter 7 
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when I present my data from the classroom observations. I now provide a brief 

description of each section. 

Though the 2020 Course of Study states that it promotes communicative 

approach to language learning, it plans out acquisition in a step-by-step linear fashion. 

The section on knowledge for teachers begins by outlining matters concerning the 

characteristics and rules of English (英語の特徴やきまりに関する事項, p. 83) but does 

not use the words grammar or rules directly. The section begins by discussing the 

fundamental knowledge and skills that teachers are now required to possess to conduct 

lessons. The points teachers must understand are: (a) modern standard pronunciation; 

(b) changes in pronunciation due to word-to-word connections; (c) basic stress in 

words, phrases, and sentences; (d) basic intonation in sentences; and (e) basic breaks in 

sentences. The following excerpt is one example from the manual providing an 

explanation of how stress works in English and which points teachers need to be aware 

of when they teach English. 

イントネーションは話者の気持ちや意図，相手との関係など，その場の

状況などによって変化するが，英語の文には文がもつ基本的なイントネ

ーションがある。下降調のイントネーションは平叙文や命令文に見られ

ることが多い。また，wh- 疑問文も原則としてこのイントネーションが

用いられる。 
 
Intonation changes depending on the situation, the speaker's feelings or 
intentions, the relationship with the other person, and so on, but every 
English sentence has some sort of basic intonation to it. Falling intonation 
is often found in declarative and imperative sentences. In principle, this 
intonation is also used for wh-questions. 
 
I like soccer very much. ⤵ 
Go straight. ⤵ 
Where do you want to go? ⤵ 
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一方，上昇調のイントネーションは yes-no 疑問文や言葉を列挙するとき

などに見られることが多い。 
 
On the other hand, rising intonation is often seen when enumerating yes-
no interrogative sentences and words. 
   
Are you a baseball player? ⤴ 
Do you have P.E. on Mondays? ⤴ 
I like English, ⤴ Japanese, ⤴ and math. ⤵ 
  
音声で十分慣れ親しんだ表現について，基本的なイントネーションに気

付き，話す場合に用いることができるように指導することが必要である。 
 
It is necessary to be aware of the basic [changes in] intonation used in 
familiar expressions and be able to use them correctly in order to teach 
them (Foreign Languages Manual, p. 86). 

 

In regards to writing skills, teachers need to know the following points in order so they 

can teach them to students, which are being able to recognize and print the uppercase 

and lowercase letters of the alphabet, along with understanding basic punctuation marks 

such as periods, question marks, and commas. The following excerpt is the explanation 

on comma usage: 

コンマは，語や句，文を区切る記号の一つである。小学校の外国語科に

おいては，単文を扱うこととされている。したがって，小学校の外国語

科において扱うコンマは，呼び掛けを示す際，語や句を三つ以上列挙す

る際に用いられるものである。なお，二つの語や句を and で結ぶ際には，

通常コンマを用いない。コンマは，その前の語に続けて用いる。 
 
The comma is the punctuation mark that separates words, phrases, and 
sentences. In elementary school foreign language education, simple 
sentences will be used. Therefore, in Grade 5 and 6 English class, 
commas are used when greeting a person and to enumerate three or more 
words and phrases. 
  
コンマを使用する例 Examples of comma use: 

Hello, Kumi.（Hello とコンマの間にスペースを入れない） 
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I like baseball, tennis, and swimming.（baseball や tennis と，その後

のコンマの間にスペースを入れない） 
コンマを使用しない例 Example without using a comma 

I like baseball and tennis. 
  
なお，第２の１（2）「読むこと」や（5）「書くこと」で示されている

目標を踏まえて，音声で十分慣れ親しんだ基本的な表現の中で終止符や

疑問符，コンマなどの符号を示したり，児童に書き写させたりするよう

にする  
 
As part of the goals for reading and writing, use punctuation marks such 
as periods, question marks, and commas in basic expressions that students 
are familiar with and heard many times, and allow students to copy them 
(Foreign Languages Manual, p. 89). 

 

Teachers should also understand frequently used basic phrases and idiomatic 

expressions, such as get up, look at, excuse me, I see, I'm sorry, thank you, and you're 

welcome. Overall, there are about 600 to 700 words, including the vocabulary from the 

Foreign Language Activities in Grades 3 and 4, which are necessary to achieve the 

Grade 5 and 6 goals. In regards to sentence structure, teachers need to ensure that 

students are aware of the differences in the word order between Japanese and English, 

and repeatedly use basic expressions in meaningful contexts. Teachers need to know 

how to use simple sentences, affirmative and negative declarative sentences, and 

affirmative and negative commands. Elementary school teachers also need to 

understand how to use interrogative sentences that begin with the be verb, auxiliary 

verbs (e.g., can, do) and interrogative words (who, what, when, where, why, how). They 

also need to know how to use of simple pronouns (e.g., I, you, he, she), understand 

gerunds, and the simple past form. 
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In terms of sentence structure, teachers must understand the following three 

forms: (a) [subject + verb]; (b) [subject + verb + complement] or subject + be verb 

[noun/pronoun/adjective]; and (c) [subject + verb + object], which can be broken down 

into subject + verb + (noun/pronoun) (e.g., I like apples very much. / I usually wash the 

dishes.) or subject + verb + pronoun (e.g., This is my cap. I like it. / I like baseball. I 

play it on Saturdays.) or subject + verb + gerund (e.g., I like playing the piano./ I 

enjoyed swimming.). The explanation states that other sentence structures using verbs 

other than the be verb will be taught in junior high school, not in elementary school. In 

addition, when the verb is want, the object might not only be a noun. When dealing with 

want + to infinitive (e.g., I want to go to Italy./I want to be a vet.) teachers need to 

carefully consider the child's development and teach it as an expression suitable for 

achieving the communication goals. 

Throughout this explanation of grammar points for teachers, a total of 27 

references and comparisons with junior high school English are made. Many of these 

references are meant to provide a clear distinction for elementary school teachers 

regarding what not to do, such as in the following passages: 

なお，中学校の外国語科においても同じ指導事項が挙げられているが，

中学校段階では，母音や子音の種類や数が英語と日本語では異なってい

ることや，例えば school や street，books などのように英語では子音が

続いたりすることなど，日本語と英語の音声の特徴や違いに十分留意し

て指導することが求められている。 
 
It is necessary to pay sufficient attention to the characteristics and 
differences between Japanese and English pronunciation and the same 
instruction is given in the foreign language classes at junior high school, 
but at the junior high school stage, the types and numbers of vowels and 
consonants are different, for example consonant and vowel blends in such 
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words as school, street, books, and so on (Foreign Language Manual, p. 
84). 
 
 
音の変化の指導に当たっては，音声で十分に慣れ親しんだ表現として繰

り返し触れさせるとともに，英語のリズムを大切にしながら発音させる

ようにすることが重要である。音声で慣れ親しんでいる表現や文につい

て，文字を示しながら音の変化についての指導をすることは中学校段階

で行うものとする。 
 
In teaching sound changes, it is important to use familiar expressions that 
have been said many times and to pronounce the expressions while 
paying attention to the rhythm of English. Teaching pronunciation while 
showing the letters and spelling of words, expressions, and sentences 
shall be done at the junior high school level (Foreign Language Manual, 
p. 85). 
. 
 
なお，筆記体については，中学校の外国語科において，生徒の学習負担

に配慮しながら指導することができるとされている内容であり，小学校

の外国語科では扱わない。 
 
Regarding cursive writing, foreign language lessons at junior high school 
can teach this while considering the learning burden of the students, and 
it will not be taught in foreign language classes at elementary school 
(Foreign Language Manual, p. 88). 
 
中学校の外国語科においては，「文及び文構造」に文法事項が加えられ

「文，文構造及び文法事項」として指導することとしているが，小学校

の外国語科においては，示されている文及び文構造について基本的な表

現として指導することが意図されている。例えば，小学校の外国語科に

おいては，得意なものを紹介し合う活動において I am good at playing 
tennis. という表現に触れて，その意味を把握したり，自ら活用したりす

るが，「代名詞」の用法や「動名詞」の用法について理解し活用するの

は中学校の段階で扱う。 
 
In junior high school Foreign Language classes, grammatical items are 
added to “sentences and sentence structures” so that they are taught as 
“sentences, sentence structures, and grammar items.” In elementary 
school foreign language lessons, however, the intent is to teach the 
sentences and sentence structure of basic expressions. For example, in 
activities to introduce what students are good at, the students are exposed 
to the expression "I am good at playing tennis." in order to understand the 
meaning and use it themselves, but understanding and using pronouns 
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and gerunds will be handled at the junior high school level (Foreign 
Language Manual, p. 92). 

 
なお，発音と綴りを関連付けて指導することは，多くの語や文を目にし

たとき，苦手意識をもったり学習意欲を低下させたりすることなく，主

体的に読もうとするようになる上で大切なことの一つであるが，中学校

の外国語科で指導することとされている。 
 
Teaching students to associate pronunciation with spelling is one of the 
most important things for them to be able to read independently without 
difficulty when they see many words and sentences without losing 
interest in learning, but this should be taught in the foreign language 
classes at junior high schools (Foreign Language Manual, p. 104). 

 

These five examples demonstrate that 2020 Course of Study deconstructs language into 

small units that will be taught in a linear fashion. Similar to the Course of Study for 

junior high school and senior high school, the 2020 Elementary School English Course 

of Study is a policy of planned language acquisition. It is a deliberate normative effort 

to determine, modify, and control foreign language learning (Cooper, 1989). Though 

the rhetoric of communication and authentic communication of what students want to 

say is expressed in the policy, in actuality, only certain aspects of the language can be 

taught while other aspects cannot be taught. For example, the phrase “I have …” is 

deemed acceptable, but the phrase, “She has…” is unacceptable. Even though students 

might want to use that phrase to express themselves, teachers are instructed not to teach 

that sentence pattern. This point demonstrates that the contents of the 2020 English 

Course of Study contains conflicting discourses towards communicative language 

teaching because it explicitly instructs teachers what they can and cannot teach and does 

not mention including students’ interests in foreign language education and suggests 

why communication was not included in the goals of the Foreign Languages Manual. 
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The second section on knowledge for teachers covers the four language skills of 

listening, speaking (both conversation and presentations), reading, and writing. This 

section is framed using the three competencies of thinking, judgment, and expressive 

abilities (思考力・判断力・表現力等), which are used in the new assessment rubric 

explained earlier. It clarifies for teachers what language activities are across the four 

language skills. I now address the concept of language activities. 

 

Language Activities 

It is explicitly stated in the aims of foreign language education from Grade 3 

through Grade 6 that language activities are language events where students are using 

English in meaningful communication. The concept of language activities was first 

presented in the 2020 Course of Study in the aims for Grades 3 and 4 Foreign Language 

Activities and in the aims of the new academic subject of Foreign Languages in Grades 

5 and 6; both are presented below, respectfully: 

外国語によるコミュニケーションにおける見方・考え方を働かせ，外国

語による聞くこと，話すことの言語活動を通して，コミュニケーション

を図る素地となる資質・能力を次のとおり育成することを目指す 
 
The aim is to develop the qualities and abilities that are the foundation for 
communicating in a foreign language. This aim is achieved through 
listening and speaking activities and by developing the viewpoints and 
ways of thinking about communicating in the foreign language (Foreign 
Language Manual, p. 11).  
 

外国語によるコミュニケーションにおける見方・考え方を働かせ，外国

語による聞くこと，読むこと，話すこと，書くことの言語活動を通して，

コミュニケーションを図る基礎となる資質・能力を次のとおり育成する

ことを目指す  
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The aim is to develop the qualities and abilities that are the basis for 
communicating in a foreign language through the language activities of 
listening, reading, speaking, and writing, and to enhance their points of 
view and ways of thinking about how to communicate in the foreign 
language (Foreign Language Manual, p 67).  

 

Not only are the aims of foreign language education framed by using language 

activities, even the goals of English are framed around language activities, as in the 

following statement: 

実際に英語を用いた言語活動を通して，次に示す言語材料のうち，１に

示す五つの領域別の目標を達成するのにふさわしいものについて理解す

るとともに，言語材料と言語活動とを効果的に関連付け，実際のコミュ

ニケーションにおいて活用できる技能を身に付けることができるよう指

導する 
 
Through language activities that use authentic and meaningful English 
and understanding the materials that are suitable for achieving the goals 
of the five areas as shown in 1, effectively link the teaching materials and 
language activities, and instruct students so that they can acquire the 
skills that can be used in real communication (Foreign Language Manual, 
p. 83). 

 

This excerpt demonstrates that language activities are to be used as a way of teaching 

foreign languages. The second section on knowledge for teachers explains that when 

teaching English, teachers need to set specific tasks with a purpose, situation, or scene 

so that students can gather information and form ideas and try to communicate 

according to that situation. Teachers need to provide opportunities for students to plan 

and use English in authentic communicative activities such as: (a) using simple words 

and basic expressions to convey their thoughts and feelings about simple and familiar 

topics; and (b) be able to read or guess the meaning of simple words they have heard 

many times and become aware of the word order as they copy simple phrases or 
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sentences. This approach needs to be done through authentic and meaningful 

communicative activities (実際のコミュニケーション) so that students can experience 

and learn how language works (言語の働き) through language activities (言語活動). 

The Foreign Languages Manual states that language activities are not simply repetitive 

pattern practice drills (単に繰り返し活動を行うのではなく); therefore, teachers need to 

set specific tasks so that students can become aware of the purpose of the language 

activity, the situation, and the target vocabulary in order to complete the task. Next, I 

explain how language activities are conceptualized for input and then output. 

 

Input. In terms of input, listening activities are broken down into three 

categories of: (a) listen to simple words and basic expressions about simple and familiar 

topics such as themselves and school life, and be able connect them with visuals; (b) 

listen to specific information about simple and familiar topics related to their daily life, 

such as dates, times, prices, and so on; and (c) understand the basic meaning when 

listening to short conversations and explanations spoken with simple words (簡単な語句

), expressions, and visuals about familiar and simple matters, such as friends, family, 

and school life (Foreign Language Manual, pp. 101–103). The explanation is only two 

pages long and explains what listening activities are. It does not provide essential 

information on how to teach foreign language listening skills. 

The explanation on reading activities is three pages long (Foreign Language 

Manual, pp. 103–106). Reading activities are to focus on identifying both the upper- 

and lower-case letters of the alphabet, to trace or copy letters, and understand the names 
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and pronunciation of each letter. Other possible reading activities can be to try to obtain 

information they need from bulletins and pamphlets that contain familiar and simple 

matters related to their daily life, and to use picture books to identify simple words and 

basic expressions students have been exposed to. Guidance on how to teach reading and 

writing in the emergent literacy stage to young learners is not provided. I define 

emergent literacy as the early stages of reading and writing where students are building 

the foundation so they can read and write English on their own, but still cannot do that. 

There is an assumption that students know how to read and write in their L1, but they 

need to learn new reading and writing strategies for English (Garcia & Kleifgen, 2010; 

Pergegoy & Boyle, 2017). 

 

Output. Speaking skills, both conversations and presentations, along with 

writing are presented together as part of language output. Conversional activities are 

presented as tasks to exchange greetings with people, give simple instructions and 

requests and be able to respond to or decline. Students can also ask and answer simple 

questions about familiar and simple matters related to daily life, and to have a short 

conversation by answering on the spot simple questions about oneself or asking on the 

spot a simple question to another person. Presentation tasks are set to talk about oneself, 

including hobbies, what they are good at, what they want to be in the future, all using 

simple words (簡単な語句) and basic expressions (基本的な表現). The explanation of 

speaking tasks is about 5 pages in length, approximately 3 pages for conversations, and 

2 pages for presentations (Foreign Language Manual, pp. 106–110). Again, these 
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activities are explained and clarified, but how to scaffold speaking tasks during lessons 

is not provided in the 2020 Course of Study documents. In addition, what constitutes 

simple words (簡単な語句) and basic expressions (基本的な表現) is not explained. 

Many of the teachers in this study wondered what MEXT considered to be simple words 

and basic expressions. 

Writing activities are limited to (a) writing uppercase and lowercase letters of 

the alphabet, (b) copying simple words and phrases students have already learnt for the 

purpose of communicating, (c) copying basic expressions they have already learnt in 

order to become aware of spaces between words and the word order; and (d) write 

simple words and basic expressions about themselves, such as their name, age, hobbies, 

likes and dislikes, and so on. The explanation on what are writing activities is the 

longest with four pages, but again it does not provide explanations on how to teach 

writing skills (Foreign Language Manual, pp. 110-114). 

The last part of the explanation focuses on knowledge about how language 

functions within specific situations that are presented in the curriculum and textbooks, 

such as greetings, shopping, ordering food, school, and life at home. Also, functions and 

notions for smooth communication are presented, such as how to ask for clarification, 

expressing thanks, apologizing, and communicating thoughts and intentions by giving, 

accepting, and declining compliments, offers, requests and orders. Also, communicating 

facts and information. This knowledge and information teachers are required to have in 

order to make meaningful language activities using English (Foreign Language Manual, 
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pp. 114–121). However, how to teach the four language skills and all this information to 

students is not provide for teachers in the policy documents. 

 

Methodology 

How teachers should conduct EFL lessons was insufficiently explained in the 

Course of Study. The Manual for Foreign Languages provides a detailed list of 

knowledge (the what) for doing English lessons, but it does not provide sufficient 

information on how to conduct EFL lessons. There are 38 pages of knowledge for 

teachers that MEXT declares they need to teach elementary school English. However, 

how to conduct lessons is addressed in the last 14 pages of the Manual. This section is 

titled: Part 3: Creation of Lesson Plans and the Handling of Contents (Foreign 

Languages Manual, p. 121). The section is divided into two parts, the beginning 

focusing on the creation of lesson plans, the second half addresses contents (内容). The 

first part begins with a statement that reads as though it is more for textbook publishing 

companies and supervisors at the local Boards of Education rather than for classroom 

teachers because it states that when preparing lesson plans, it is necessary to consider 

the connection to Grades 3 and 4, junior high school and high school. The seven points 

MEXT considered necessary for lesson plans are presented in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Essential Points for Lesson Plans 
 Japanese original English translation 
a 単元など内容や時間のまとまりを見通

して，その中で育む資質・能力の育成

に向けて，児童の主体的・対話的で深

い学びの実現を図るようにすること。

その際，具体的な課題等を設定し，児

童が外国語によるコミュニケーション

における見方・考え方を働かせなが

ら，コミュニケーションの目的や場

面，状況などを意識して活動を行い，

英語の音声や語彙，表現などの知識

を，五つの領域における実際のコミュ

ニケーションにおいて活用する学習の

充実を図ること。 

Consider the content and time of each 
unit, aim to develop the qualities and 
abilities that are nurtured in the process 
of trying to achieve a proactive, 
interactive, and deep learning among the 
students. Set a specific situation, so that 
when students communicate in a foreign 
language across the five skill areas, they 
become aware of the purpose, place, 
and situation for communication by 
utilizing their knowledge of English 
phonology, vocabulary and phrases in 
authentic communication. 

b 学年ごとの目標を適切に定め，２学年

間を通じて外国語科の目標の実現を図

るようにすること。 

Set goals for each grade appropriately 
and try to achieve the goals of the foreign 
language course throughout across the 
two years. 

c 実際に英語を使用して互いの考えや気

持ちを伝え合うなどの言語活動を行う

際は，２の（1）に示す言語材料につい

て理解したり練習したりするための指

導を必要に応じて行うこと。また，第

３学年及び第４学年において第４章外

国語活動を履修する際に扱った簡単な

語句や基本的な表現などの学習内容を

繰り返し指導し定着を図ること。 

When actually using English to carry out 
language activities, such as 
communicating each other's thoughts 
and feelings, guidance for understanding 
and practicing the language materials 
shown in 2 (1) should be provided as 
necessary. In addition, the learning 
contents, such as simple words, phrases 
and basic expressions in Grades 3 and 4 
that were addressed in Chapter 4 of the 
Foreign Language Activities section, 
should be recycled in lessons to reinforce 
understanding. 

d 児童が英語に多く触れることが期待さ
れる英語学習の特質を踏まえ，必要に

応じて，特定の事項を取り上げて第１

章総則の第２の３の（2）のウの（ｲ）

に掲げる指導を行うことにより，指導

の効果を高めるよう工夫すること。 

Based on the characteristics of learning 
English where children are expected to 
be exposed to a lot of English, when 
necessary, specific matters in sections 2 
and 3 of Chapter 1 in the General 
Provisions are provided to improve the 
effectiveness of teaching. 

Table 6. (continues). 
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Table 6. (continued). 
 Japanese original English translation 
d このような指導を行う場合には，当該

指導のねらいやそれを関連付けて指導

を行う事項との関係を明確にするとと

もに，単元など内容や時間のまとまり

を見通して，資質・能力が偏りなく育

成されるよう計画的に指導すること。 

In order to do this, clarify the relationship 
between the aims and the items to be 
taught by confirming the content and time 
of each unit and how they are related 
and without bias develop the qualities 
and abilities in a systematic manner. 

e 言語活動で扱う題材は，児童の興味・

関心に合ったものとし，国語科や音楽

科，図画工作科など，他の教科等で児

童が学習したことを活用したり，学校

行事で扱う内容と関連付けたりするな

どの工夫をすること。 

The topics handled in language activities 
should be suitable for the children's 
interests, and efforts should be made to 
utilize what students have learned in 
other subjects, such as Japanese 
language, music, arts and crafts, or 
through school events. 

f 障害のある児童などについては，学習

活動を行う場合に生じる困難さに応じ

た指導内容や指導方法の工夫を計画

的，組織的に行うこと 

When conducting learning activities for 
children with disabilities, systematically 
adjust instruction contents and methods 
according to the difficulties and needs of 
the child. 

g 学級担任の教師又は外国語を担当する

教師が指導計画を作成し，授業を実施

するに当たっては，ネイティブ・スピ

ーカーや英語が堪能な地域人材などの

協力を得る等，指導体制の充実を図る

とともに，指導方法の工夫を行うこ

と。 

The homeroom teacher or the teacher in 
charge of foreign languages prepares the 
teaching plan and conducts the lesson, 
yet when possible, enhance lessons by 
obtaining the cooperation of native 
speakers and other local human 
resources who are proficient in English. 

 

The section on lesson plans reiterates the 3-pillars of the new assessment 

framework and emphasizes the importance of striving for independent or proactive 

learning (主体的な学び), interactive learning (対話的な学び), and deep learning (深い学

び). In order to achieve deep learning, the manual states that it is important to integrate 

the characteristics of each subject and through the learning process of acquisition, 

utilization, and inquiry make a connection to “viewpoints and ways of thinking.” (各教

科等の特質に応じた物事を捉える視点や考え方である「見方・考え方」を，習得・活
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用・探究という学びの過程の中で働かせることを通じて，より質の高い深い学びにつ

なげることが重要である) (Foreign Language Manual, p. 122). 

The last section offers suggestions on managing the resource of time (「時間」

という資源), in order to meet the challenges of finding extra lesson time. Some of the 

listed suggestions are using lunch time breaks, recess time, or time in the morning 

before first lesson to conduct short 10 or 15-minute modules. Also, adding lessons on 

Saturdays is also a suggestion from MEXT in order to cover the extra lesson time that 

was added to the national curriculum. The 2020 Course of Study calls this adjustment 

“curriculum management” (カリキュラム・マネジメント) and states: 

管理職を中心として全職員で取り組む校内の体制づくりを進めたり，更

には教育委員会など行政機関が主導して体制整備を進めたりするなど，

連携して取り組んでいくことが重要である。 
 
It is important that the school administration take the initiative and work 
closely with other administrative agencies, such as the local Board of 
Education, so the entire staff can work together to develop a management 
system. (Foreign Language Manual, p. 124) 

 

The second part of this section is titled Handling of Contents (内容の取扱い) and is only 

four pages in length. It begins with a statement that the teaching materials should be 

arranged in stages from easy to difficult, and that it should be noted that depending on 

the stage of the child's development, there are certain items that should be taught so that 

the meaning can be understood through listening and reading, while other items that 

should be taught so that they can be expressed through speaking and writing. It states 

that from the point of view of student development, it is not appropriate to expect that 

students will be able to grasp the meaning of new phrases and at the same time be able 
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to use them for expression. Therefore, it is necessary to first focus on input and 

understanding of new words. This point is important because it appears to be 

conceptualizing the learning of language to be memorizing linguistic structures. I will 

return to this point later in chapter 7 where I analyze how English language activities 

were conducted in the participating schools. 

The section concludes by listing five important points that must be considered 

when conducting lessons. These are: 1) when teaching phonology (sound system) of 

English, draw attention to the differences between English and Japanese and teach the 

association of letters and sounds. 2) When teaching sentence structures, teachers should 

devise effective teaching strategies so that children can recognize the difference in word 

order between Japanese and English, but be careful not to be biased towards teaching 

grammatical terms and usage. 3) Use pair and group work to develop the ability to ask 

and answer questions with friends about familiar and simple matters, and for children 

who have difficulty communicating with others, it is important to adjust the content and 

method of instruction according to individual differences of each student. 4) To enhance 

the qualities and abilities of each student and improve the efficiency of instruction in 

language activities, effectively utilize audiovisual materials, computers, information and 

communication networks, and other educational equipment in order to increase student 

interest. 5) For each lesson, clearly state the communication goals, the setting, and 

situation in order that children can clearly see and understand them and through 

repetition of language activities achieve those goals. 
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In sum, though the 2020 Elementary School Course of Study presents several 

positive changes to the national curriculum, in terms of the new academic subject of 

English, it falls short in providing the direction that elementary school teachers require 

to conduct effective English lessons. The 2020 Course of Study presents foreign 

language acquisition in a linear fashion that is very similar to how it is taught in junior 

high schools. The separation of communication from language activities is confusing 

and does not provide clear instructions on how to teach language skills. I have also 

demonstrated that MEXT has made a clear and deliberate effort to align elementary 

school English lessons with the junior high school curriculum to ensure a smoother 

transition occurs for junior high school teachers. Whether this transition is best for the 

students remains unclear. 

 

Summary of Chapter 5 

In this chapter I addressed my first research question on how certain domestic 

and international discourses are expressed, both explicitly and implicitly, in the 2020 

Course of Study documents, and what educational and sociopolitical ideologies can be 

revealed. I began by presenting how a discourse of crisis was used to legitimize the 

reforms. Then I discussed how the discourse on globalization was also exploited to seek 

international recognition and secure public confidence in the reform decisions to realign 

the goals of education and how teaching and learning will be assessed. I presented 

evidence that MEXT is making explicit efforts to support the public school system from 

neoliberal ideologies of education reform. I explained that the 2020 Course of Study 
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introduces new progressive views towards learning and an updated framework for 

assessment. However, I also argued that a conservative ideology towards education 

exists in the 2020 Course of Study through the promotion of moral education and that 

issues of language, culture, and identity are also present in the Course of Study. Then I 

focused on how in the policy documents, EFL is being integrated into the national 

curriculum. Lastly, I presented evidence that despite advocating for authentic 

communication, the 2020 Course of Study mirrors junior high school education by 

deconstructing English into smaller units to be learnt in a linear fashion and limiting 

what teachers can and cannot teach. Through this document analysis of the 2020 Course 

of Study I have tried to contextualize the issues of policy interpretation and classroom 

implementation. In the next chapter I examine how the policy was created at the 

national level and interpreted by other stakeholders in the education system. 
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CHAPTER 6 

POLICY AS DISCOURSE 

 

In this chapter I answer the second research question regarding how the 

participants, who were situated at different positions across the education system, 

viewed their role and what challenges they encountered during the processes of English 

language policy creation and transmission. The purpose of the interviews was to acquire 

insight from the stakeholders on their beliefs and experiences towards policy. As stated 

earlier, policy is more than documentation, it is also a constantly evolving discursive 

practice because after policy is created at the macro level, it is disseminated and 

recontextualized into local practices in classrooms (Ball, 2017; Gibton, 2016). I 

demonstrate that the way the participants viewed their role and addressed the challenges 

they faced were both shaped by the politics of policy creation, the discursive battles 

involved with policy formulation, and how limited resources influenced attempts to deal 

with those two factors that contributed to the need for ad hoc developments and made 

the process of policy implementation a form of bricolage. One purpose of this study was 

to address a gap in previous research (e.g., Aspinall, 2013; Butler & Iino, 2005; 

Nakayasu, 2016), which had not adequately documented the experiences of the various 

stakeholders working across Japan’s centralized education system regarding elementary 

school EFL policy. These stakeholders at the national level included current and former 

MEXT officials and several advisors who assisted with writing the new elementary 

school foreign languages Course of Study. At the meso-level were local supervisors at 
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both the Prefectural and City Boards of Education where the participating schools in 

this study are located. At the micro level, I interviewed school principals, administrative 

staff, and teachers at the three schools. In total, I conducted 72 interviews. The 

participants’ descriptions of events and the challenges they encountered shed light on 

the complex processes of language policy creation and transmission across the 

education system. Their stories also reveal how relationships of power and authority, 

both real and symbolic, enable or restrict stakeholders’ agency and voice, thus affecting 

their views and interpretations of educational language policy (Bouchard & Glasgow, 

2019; Gibton, 2016; Johnson, 2013a). 

Several themes emerged from the interview data. These issues were interrelated 

with many of the data excerpts providing evidence for multiple issues across policy 

creation and transmission. The close relationship between issues illustrates the 

complexity—both methodologically and conceptually—of analyzing policy initiatives, 

the structural aspects of policymaking, policy intentions, and the difficulties of 

educational language policy implementation in schools (Forrester & Garratt, 2016). I 

have organized these issues into three general themes. The first theme is the politics 

during the process of creation. This theme centers on the structure of the education 

system and the political tensions between organizations (e.g., Ministry of Finance) and 

internal subdivisions within MEXT. As mentioned in the conceptual framework in 

Chapter 2, the education system, and organizations such as MEXT, are open systems 

which have three characteristics of being: (a) goal-orientated for it to sustain its purpose 

and role; (b) open to influences and changes in its environment while maintaining a 
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level of autonomy and self-determination; and (c) composed of separate subgroups with 

different roles, functions, and ranks (Hatch, 2013; Luhmann, 2002/2013). Among the 

sub-groups in MEXT, there was cooperation, but also organizational conflicts and 

competition, which affected the creation of the 2020 Elementary School English Course 

of Study. The second theme is the discursive struggle of policy transmission. This 

theme focuses on competing discourses of traditional and contemporary views of 

language and its role in education reform. For example, a discourse on expertise 

provided voice to some policymakers, while marginalizing others. In addition, some 

participants struggled to accept the discourse of global competition, which is replacing 

the discourse of international understanding in EFL education. The last theme is that the 

processes of policy creation and transmission resembled a form of bricolage. Here I 

borrow Levi-Strauss’s (1962/1966) term to refer to the initiative of combining whatever 

is on hand to create something new or solve problems. I use the term bricolage to depict 

the eclectic, chaotic and at times improvised construction of policy. I also use it to 

describe the process of policy transmission and how the local Boards of Education, 

principals, and teachers were forced to devise measures and make it up as they went 

along. This theme emerged as the participants explained their frustrations and 

difficulties managing with the limited resources available to them and coped with policy 

announcements, complex terminology, and were sometimes forced to improvise, 

especially in the early stages of policy implementation. Across the three themes are 

examples of how the participants dealt with and expressed views towards authority and 

control, agency and voice, and how they managed—or mismanaged—conflicts. 
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I begin the interview findings with the theme of politics during the process of 

creation to examine how the structure of and the agents in the education system 

influenced policy creation. Next, I examine what Ozga (2000) termed contested terrain 

and present excerpts to demonstrate the discursive struggles over policy creation and 

transmission. For Ozga, policy is not just the product of government actions aimed at 

securing particular outcomes. Ozga viewed policy as a process involving negotiation or 

contestation between the groups who were inside and the groups who were outside the 

formal mechanics of policy formulation. Then I present the theme of bricolage. All 

three of these themes are closely related, influenced each other, occurred 

simultaneously, and thus were not mutually exclusive. 

 

Politics During Policy Formulation 

Struggles for power and authority affected the creation of the 2020 Course of 

Study. Some of these struggles were external power relations between the Ministry of 

Finance and the business community imposing influence on MEXT. Others were 

internal political battles between MEXT departments and proponents of various subject 

areas (e.g., Japanese, Math, English). Together these political struggles limited MEXT’s 

ability to manage certain issues regarding lesson time and contents. From speaking to 

participants, these internal political battles were not simply a continuation of the 

ideological debate between traditional and progressive views of education reform, but 

entailed more internal fighting between subjects, where one national-level participant 

stated, “each subject has its own group of advocates” with another calling the entire 
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struggle “the politics of subjects.” These political fights influenced the creation of the 

2020 Elementary School English Course of Study and produced a ripple effect that 

impacted later stages of the process of policy transmission. I next explain these political 

issues in more detail. 

 

External Politics and Accountability Restrictions  

Demands and constraints, financial and other, placed on MEXT by other 

ministries and national stakeholders (e.g., Ministry of Finance) influenced policy 

decisions, pedagogical priorities, and impeded MEXT’s ability to effectively manage 

certain situations. One way the national government maintains control through 

education and control of education, is through the Course of Study, which according to 

MEXT Senior Curriculum Specialist Wada, is the foundation of the national curriculum 

(学指導要領は基本だ). MEXT, which produces national standards for education, has a 

degree of authority over Prefectural Boards of Education, which in turn have some 

control and influence over the smaller City Boards of Education and the schools. 

Though MEXT is the highest organization in the education system, it is also part of a 

larger organization which is the national government. Within this larger framework, 

MEXT is held accountable to other branches of the government. This fact was 

expressed by one MEXT advisor, Professor Mann, who stated that there was pressure to 

get results and that “the people who are putting money in want to see something in 

return for their money.” He said that one expectation of the new 2020 Course of Study 

was “that the students actually improve their English in a numerical way that can be 
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measured.” When I asked him who exactly he was referring to, he explained, “The 

government. Basically, the people who pay for education” (Interview 1 Professor Mann, 

February 16, 2021, 15:17-16:50). 

This quote is important for several reasons. First, it supports the notion of the 

importance of the Course of Study in education reform (Azuma, 2002; Noda & 

O’Regan, 2020). Second, it suggests there was pressure on MEXT, and thus 

policymakers, to improve English education. This point was confirmed by the 

Chairperson of the Elementary School Course of Study, who stated, “the whole 

education system was going to be revamped, not just foreign languages,” and explained 

that MEXT “came up with the new idea of emphasizing thinking, decision-making, and 

expression over simply getting or acquiring knowledge and skills” (Interview 1 

Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 2018, 6:57-8:08). Third, it reveals the national 

government’s belief that lowering the starting age and making English a subject in 

primary school is part of their plan to revise foreign language education in order to 

achieve higher scores on international tests, such as TEOIC, TOEFL, or IELTS. It also 

demonstrates the continuing global influences on education reform in Japan and that the 

government considers scores on such tests as a measure of the success or failure of its 

domestic education system (Baker & LeTendre, 2005). Lastly, it suggests a belief that 

learning a foreign language earlier in the schooling system will lead to measurable 

improvements in students’ English language proficiency. 

MEXT receives funding from and is thus ultimately accountable to the Ministry 

of Finance. The budgetary dependence of MEXT was explained by former MEXT 
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Official Mr. Fukuyama, who said that because MEXT does not generate any income it 

has to ask for money from the Ministry of Finance. In a follow-up interview, Mr. 

Fukuyama told a story of the MEXT official who was in charge of organizing the group 

of advisors who wrote the new 2020 Course of Study and the supplementary textbooks. 

According to Mr. Fukuyama, this MEXT official got into an argument with the Ministry 

of Finance over the budget and was fired. Mr. Fukuyama explained: 

これの担当者。ヘッドね。キャリアそれで、あいつは予算の時に財務省

と喧嘩した。お金の件で。「もう、要らん」とブチギレて財務省で「じ

ゃ、英語のお金は要らないわ！」ブチギレて。文部科学省のトップは

「お前はアホか？」って首になって。 
 
The person in charge. The head, he’s a top bureaucrat. At the time of the 
budget he argued with the Ministry of Finance. It was all about money. 
He said, “We don’t need anymore.” He snapped and told the Ministry of 
Finance, “We don’t need money for English!” But the top people at 
MEXT said to him, “Are you crazy?” and he was fired. (Interview 2 
Fukuyama, May 25, 2021, 28:03-28:44) 

 

MEXT’s accountability to the Ministry of Finance was also mentioned by a school 

principal when he was discussing the policy change of creating specialized (senka 専科) 

English teachers for elementary schools. Principal Sato explained that he learnt from the 

Prefectural Board of Education that MEXT had requested funding to hire 2,000 

specialized English teachers, but that the Ministry of Finance had only funded 1,000 

positions. The people at the Board of Education were left wondering if MEXT would 

get any more money in the future for hiring more senka teachers (Interview 2 Principal 

Sato, February 9, 2018 4:34-5:03). The relationship between MEXT and the Ministry of 

Finance was also mentioned by a Curriculum Supervisor Kumagai at the Prefectural 

Education Center, who said, “MEXT can never win when the budget from the Ministry 
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of Finance is involved. MEXT cannot just take the money [for their budget]. That's 

because the Ministry of Finance is stronger” (Interview 1 Supervisor Kumagai, June 7, 

2017 16:00-16:28). These excerpts are a few examples that help contextualize the fact 

that MEXT is dependent upon and held accountable to other government ministries, 

particularly the Ministry of Finance. This element is important because it supports, from 

a theoretical standpoint, this study’s conceptual framework of open systems theory, and 

how an organization such as MEXT is positioned in several systems. 

As I stated in the Chapter 2, education policy is heavily influenced by the 

Central Council of Education, which meets every ten years to help make revisions to the 

education system in the form of recommendations to MEXT (Azuma, 2002; Nakayasu, 

2016). The connection between the business world and education was also captured in a 

comment by Chairperson Hasegawa, who was also a member of the Central Council. In 

describing the timeline of events, he said: 

February 2014. That’s when we had people from all walks of life, from 
economics, from the business world. Probably the one that was most 
famous was the President of Rakuten, Mikitani. President Mikitani, who 
was all for using TOEFL as the means for entrance examinations for 
colleges. Mr. Tsuda, who was also from the business world. Actually, he 
took over as the Chair of the Committee to discuss how outside tests 
could be used for entrance exams purposes. (Interview 1 Chairperson 
Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 3:52-4:37) 

 

This comment substantiates the close connection between the national government, 

MEXT, and the business community. It is notable that the issue of replacing the English 

language sections of university entrance examinations with outside language tests, such 

as TOEFL, was overseen by an individual from the business community and not an 
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academic trained in SLA or language testing. It corroborates what Ishii (1996) found 

when seikatsuka or Life Sciences was introduced into the elementary school curriculum 

with the Central Council on Education and business organizations participating in 

policy formulation and promoting their own agendas. These examples help illustrate the 

crossroads of politics, economics, and English education at the national level, which 

supports Yoshida’s (2003) criticism that English language policy in Japan continues to 

be influenced by demands from the business community and the Ministry of Finance. It 

also suggests that part of the discourse on globalization in education might derive from 

and be sustained by stakeholders in the business community because those company 

leaders have to contend with competing on the global stage. 

 

Internal Politics and Hierarchal Restrictions 

The organizational hierarchies and culture within MEXT limited its ability to 

effectively manage and implement policy. MEXT is not a homogeneous organization; it 

is made up of different departments with varying degrees of power and influence. Many 

of these departments are formed around subjects and the people involved are interested 

in preserving and promoting their agenda. This situation was described to me by Mr. 

Fukuyama, the former MEXT official who explained: 

文部科学省の中に、初等中等教育局っていうのがある。ここは、oldestだか
ら high position。そこにハイアラーキーがある。一番上が、教育課程課。

俺たちやってた時はここでやってた。ここにはすごいブレーンが集まって

る。東大とか。一番下は国際教育課だからアホばかり、ここに行く偉いく

なれない。東大の奴いない。東大のやついい方に。俺たちがやってた時は、

教育課程課でやってた。だから良いものができたし、1 時間も取ってきた。 
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In MEXT, there is the Primary Secondary Education Bureau. It’s the oldest, 
so it has a high position. There is a hierarchy there. The top is the 
Curriculum Department. We were working there when we did it [the 2011 
Course of Study]. There are amazingly smart people here. People from 
Tokyo University and elsewhere. At the bottom, is the International 
Education Division, so it's full of idiots. People who go there cannot reach a 
high position in MEXT. Nobody from Tokyo University is there. Graduates 
from Tokyo University take their career in a good direction. When we were 
doing it [2011 Course of Study], we were working in the Curriculum 
Department. So we made a good one [document] and took the 1 hour [that 
was needed]. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018, 27:04-28:24) 

 

Mr. Fukuyama then explained that there were changes in MEXT and now English 

education is overseen by the International Education Division, which is the newest 

department in MEXT. Because this department is new, according to Mr. Fukuyama, it 

has no power or influence inside MEXT, and that “in politics they have no bargaining 

power.” He claimed that the root of all the problems, such as not establishing the lesson 

time in the national curriculum, creating bad supplementary textbooks, and the poorly 

written Course of Study, were caused by their low position within MEXT and their lack 

of understanding of the actual situation in elementary schools (Interview 1 Fukuyama, 

February 1, 2018, 28:25-29:13). 

Implementing English into the national curriculum became a source of conflict 

for subgroups within MEXT. Having the ambitious aim of establishing a new academic 

subject of foreign language education (English) into the elementary school national 

curriculum could only have been achieved if the organization, in this case MEXT, had 

articulated this core goal and laid out a plan so that all subgroups could cooperate to 

achieve that objective (Schein, 2004). This situation means that MEXT had to obtain 

internal consensus among the different subgroups that lesson time needed to be shifted 
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from some subjects to other subject areas of need. Unfortunately, MEXT’s internal 

political environment was not conducive to permit this to happen, or could not 

accomplish this objective because of troubles with leadership. Japan’s elementary 

school curriculum for Grades 5 and 6 had been historically set at 28 lessons per week. 

This number included the previous mandated one English lesson per week for Grades 5 

and 6. The 2020 curriculum, in the end, allotted two lessons per week (70 lesson hours 

per academic year) to English (See Appendix K for detailed chart of the lesson hours 

per subject.). Originally, the plan was to have three English lessons per week, but that 

eventually was reduced to two lessons. When I spoke with Chairperson Hasegawa, he 

expressed his frustration about the planning of the lesson time and stated: 

Well, we assumed it was going to be three. The main reason why we 
assumed it was going to be three was because the document that came out 
from the Ministry in December of 2013 said three hours. Right, so we 
said okay and that was the basis we were going to have our discussions. 
So we didn’t even talk about three hours. We thought, that was it! That 
was the basis of all of the discussions. (Interview 1 Chairperson 
Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 15: 33-16:10) 

 

The divisions and lack of leadership within MEXT to successfully implement the 

original plan of three lessons per week of English into the curriculum was confirmed by 

Professor Mann. He mentioned that by the time he had joined the group “that some 

fights had already been fought and lost elsewhere.” Although everyone thought it was 

going to be three lesson hours, it became apparent that was not going to happen because 

“those wars had pretty much already been fought and lost” (Interview 1, Professor 

Mann, February 16, 2021 57:09-57:48). This discrepancy indicates that MEXT senior 

leadership did not establish a consensus among the subgroups regarding modifying the 
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number of lesson time for each subject in order to achieve the original goal of adding 

three lessons per week for foreign languages (English) into the national curriculum 

while maintaining the historic framework of 28 lessons per week. That would have 

involved reducing lesson time from another subject. Instead MEXT did not reduce the 

lesson time and simply instructed schools and municipal Boards of Education to add 

one more lesson hour. In other words, the national curriculum went to 29 lessons to 

accommodate the addition of foreign languages, but MEXT did not indicate where this 

extra lesson time would come from. 

MEXT unloaded the responsibility of finding the extra one hour onto the 

municipal Boards of Education. In talking to another former MEXT official about this 

and how schools were addressing this issue, Mr. Morimoto stated that he knew many 

schools had added lessons on Saturday morning, for example on the third Saturday of 

the month, to cover all the required lessons (Interview 1, Morimoto, October 18, 2021, 

8:15-10:12). At the participating schools in this study, supervisors at the Boards of 

Education and school principals devised different strategies, such as reducing recess 

time, shortening the lunch break, or attempting to teach three 15-minute modules in the 

morning before first period or before fifth period after lunch. I will explain this in more 

detail in the section on bricolage. 

Attempts were made within MEXT to obtain the required lesson time to preserve 

the 28-lesson week of the national curriculum. However, because of political fighting 

between the subjects to preserve their own lesson time, the decision-making process 

was complicated and time consuming. Some insight into this was provided by former 
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MEXT official Mr. Fukuyama. He stated that after the once-a-week English activities 

had been made mandatory in the curriculum in 2011, MEXT officials began seeking 

more lesson time in order to make English a subject, but they encountered difficulties. 

He explained: 

これがなぜかというと、一つは政治。5 年前 6 年前、１時間どこでこの

教科から盗んでくるかって話になった。その時は体育からとるってなっ

た。体育から１時間を減らす。P Eを 1時間英語に to English、でもオ
リンピック、パラリンピックが来た。そうすると体育減らすわけにはい

かん。そしてその当時、大臣はね、プロレスラーが文科省の大臣になっ

た。だからも体育は触れなくなった。次に、Next, arts and crafts and 
music図工と音楽を 1つにして、one subjectにして時間数を減らして英

語に回すとなった。でもこれも抵抗が大きい。これもアート関係、ミュ

ージシャン関係から抵抗が起きた。 
 
One of the reasons for this is politics. About 5 or 6 years ago, we talked 
about which subject to steal [more lesson time] from. At that time we 
started talking PE to reduce one hour from physical education. One lesson 
hour from PE to English. But the Olympics and Paralympics came [to 
Tokyo]. So we couldn't reduce physical education. And at that time, the 
Minister of Education was a former professional wrestler so we couldn’t 
touch physical education. Next, arts and crafts and music. We talked 
about combining arts and crafts with music, make it one subject and 
reduce the number of hours there and shift to English. But there was a lot 
of resistance to this too. There was resistance from people involved in art 
and music. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018, 20:58-22:25) 

 

Later in the interview he explained what he had to do back in 2008 to get the lesson 

time in order to make foreign language activities compulsory in Grades 5 and 6 for all 

schools. He said: 

これ本当はインサイドけど、それは水面下なんだよね、政治。ポリティ

ックス。 奪い取らないとだめ。おれは総合的な学習の時間をあのキャリ

アと取ろうと言ってから無理やりとっただよう。そしてバッシングは受

けるよ。「おまえやったやろう」って。「そうや」って。でもそれやら

なきゃとれない。だから、和田はそんな政治力ないアイツ。政治力裏で

取引するようなこととか。だから、それが学校現場とか先生方にリスク

として行くわけ。だからまとめにちゃんとできるかどうか分からない。 
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This is really behind the scenes, inside information, but it’s politics. 
Politics. They had to get those lesson hours. When I was there, I went to 
one of the top MEXT people and said, “Let’s get lesson time from Sogo” 
and we just took it by force. So then I was criticized. People said, “Hey, 
you did this!” I just answered, “Yeah, that’s right.” But that’s what you 
have to do to get [the lesson time]. But Wada doesn’t have that kind of 
political power. Political power in order to trade behind the scenes. So the 
risk [responsibility] is now passed on to the schools and teachers. I don’t 
know if they can do it properly or not. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 
1, 2018, 24:09-24:50) 

 

These comments from former MEXT Curriculum Specialist Fukuyama suggested a 

politically divided environment inside MEXT. Mr. Fukuyama came from a Prefectural 

Board of Education and would only work at MEXT for 4 years and then leave to teach 

at a university. Though he was responsible for establishing mandatory English lessons 

(foreign language activities) into the 2011 curriculum, he was not in a position of 

power to reduce the lesson hours of another subject. Therefore, he had to get the 

support of a high-level career bureaucrat ( あのキャリアと) in order to get the lesson 

time for English into the curriculum. However, there was strong resistance from other 

subject areas to give up any lesson time. These comments are significant because they 

show a lack of internal consensus for changes to the curriculum and suggest a 

disjointed political environment inside MEXT because Mr. Fukuyama used 

expressions such as steal, resistance, took it by force, and trade behind the scenes 

when talking about getting the one lesson hour. 

The firing of the MEXT official who argued with the Ministry of Finance over 

funding only exasperated an already troubled situation. Mr. Fukuyama explained that 

other problems with personnel changes in MEXT created serious leadership troubles 
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that ultimately ruined efforts to obtain the planned lesson time for English. Mr. 

Fukuyama said: 

Two and a half years ago, I met Mr. Maekawa. 加計問題We went 
drinking and he said to me , “Mr. Fukuyama, it’s okay. I get one hour 
[each] from Japanese and math to English.” “Oh, that’s a good idea” 言っ
たんや。”Yes” と言ってた。もう決定ってなってた。”It’s decided.”しか
し彼はやめるじゃん。辞めたでしょう。結局そういう動作もあって、一

番は和田が悪いんだけど、1 時間他から取ってくれなかったわけ。だか

ら学校は自分のとこでなんとかしなきゃだめ。こんな作業ありえないん

だよ。国の政策としては。 
 
Two and a half years ago, I met Mr. Maekawa, [the person involved in] 
the Kake Gakuen scandal*. We went drinking and he said to me, “Mr. 
Fukuyama, it’s okay. I [will] get one hour [each] from Japanese and math 
to English.” “Oh, that’s a good idea,” I said. ”Yes,” he answered, “it’s 
been decided.” But he resigned. He quit, right? And after all, because of 
that kind of behavior, and the worst was Wada. They didn't take that 1 
hour from another [subject] so the schools have to do something about 
this. It’s unbelievable that this type of thing would occur at the national 
policy level. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018, 22:27-23:44) 

 

Because the original plan was for three English per week for Grades 5 and 6, that was 

why Mr. Maekawa, who at that time was the Administrative Vice-Minister of MEXT (文

部科学事務次官) mentioned getting two lesson hours for English. This plan would have 

preserved the weekly 28-lesson hour framework of the national curriculum. However, 

with his resignation in 2017 and with the firing of that other MEXT official mentioned 

above, there appears to have been a problem in leadership for following this plan  

______________________________________________________________________ 

*The Kake Gakuen scandal involved allegations of MEXT preferential treatment towards an application 
of a veterinary school, whose president was close friends with then Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. It was 
also connected to issues of senior bureaucrats involved in illegal negotiations to secure post-retirement 
university jobs, which is known as amakudari (Kato, 2017a; 2017b). 
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through. The discontinuity of leadership was confirmed by Professor Mann, who said: 

I think they are suffering from day one from a couple of things. One, they 
kept changing all the people who were working at MEXT, so if you 
change the section chief then the division manager gets turned over and 
things start going in the other directions. You know they had a couple of 
big changes apparently. One just before I got in there and apparently that 
caused all sorts of problems behind the scenes. (Interview 1 Professor 
Mann, February 16, 2021 8:33-9:06) 

 

Therefore, without strong leadership within MEXT to reach a consensus regarding  

making the necessary adjustments to the lesson time of the national curriculum, the 

original plan of three lesson hours per week for foreign language education quickly 

unraveled. This gap opened the door to more political struggles between departments in 

MEXT, and this internal political environment proved to be detrimental. 

 

Intraorganizational Competition for Lesson Time 

The lack of strong leadership in MEXT and the low position of the International 

Education Division enabled advocates of other subjects to protect their interests and 

compete for the limited resource of lesson time in the national curriculum. This fact was 

explained by Chairperson Hasegawa, who stated: 

When we went on to the general committee, with people from all the 
different subjects, people said, “Well, in fifth and sixth grade you can’t 
just take that many hours to teach [English]. The number of class hours, 
allotted per grade is 28 hours. That’s basically it.” So as far as Grades 5 
and 6 were concerned, one of those hours was already being used for 
English as an experience or English as activities at that time. But it was 
already 28 hours. Including that. But we said, we can’t do it with just one 
hour. And we had assumed it was going to be three. But they said it’s 
impossible to increase two more hours. 
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When I asked who “they” were, he explained: 

The people in the general committee. These people were saying from the 
point of view of curricula, the syllabus and how many hours can be taught 
during the span of one week. Impossible to increase two hours. But we 
said we can’t do this with just one hour. There has to be something done. 
And so we had a lot of debates. At the very beginning they said, “You 
already have one hour, so just stick to one hour and see if you can change 
that into a subject instead of simply experience activities.” And I said that 
is impossible to do. Give us just one hour and the teachers are going to 
teach English as a subject, teach the grammar and vocabulary, no 
exercises, no activities, and that’s it. And what is that going to do? That’s 
going to demotivate the kids. They’ll hate English. And the introduction 
of English in the elementary schools will have no meaning at all. It will 
just have a negative effect. And so, I was very persistent and I said no we 
can’t do it with just one hour. And I kept on saying we need three. But 
ultimately, through discussion I found out it was just impossible. And so 
we said OK, so let’s settle for two. Let’s settle for two. But even with two 
hours, that means it’s 29 hours a week. (Interview 1 Chairperson 
Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 16:19-18:46) 

 

Because of the political fighting and inability to add the required lesson time for the 

new subject of foreign language education into the national curriculum, MEXT passed 

the responsibility onto the local Boards of Education and school principals. I asked how 

this happened and what some of the effects were for schools to a Prefectural 

Superintendent of Education. Superintendent Kimura was another MEXT advisor on the 

2020 Course of Study and before becoming Superintendent, was a prominent researcher 

of English education and had written several books on primary school English. She had 

also advised MEXT on the previous 2011 Elementary School English Course of Study. 

She told me that her role for the new 2020 Course of Study was to oversee the 

composition of policy documents and ensure that concepts and terms were consistent 

across elementary school, junior high school, and high school. When I asked her about 



 218 

MEXT’s troubles obtaining lesson time and not reducing the hours of another subject 

area to establish English properly in the national curriculum, she bluntly responded, 

“Politics. I thought it was very strange.” She then explained further that she also thought 

that it was strange that MEXT was willing to increase the national curriculum to 29 

lesson hours per week but was not willing to reduce the curriculum in other areas. 

Personally, she thought it would have been best to increase the national curriculum to 

30 lesson hours because in the prefecture she oversees, many city Boards of Education 

and schools had already done that. She then complained that MEXT maintained a 

contradictory policy towards the curriculum. She stated: 

最初から２９にこだわるのがおかしいわけで、だからそこを文科省はや

りたくないんだけど、結局市町村任せにしちゃってるんですよ、市町村

とか学校が選べって、それをカリキュラムマネージメントとかって言っ

てるんだけどおかしいって思うわけ。言葉の問題。 
 
It was strange to stick to 29 [hours] from the beginning. MEXT didn’t 
want to do that [reduce another subject’s lessons]. But in the end, MEXT 
left it up to the municipalities; they can choose, the municipality or 
school. And MEXT called it ‘curriculum management,’ but I think it's 
strange. It's a problem of wording. (Interview 1 Superintendent Kimura, 
February 13, 2018, 50:22-54:00) 

 

Professor Mann also expressed his displeasure with MEXT’s inability to properly 

oversee policy implementation, stating that it was “a very stupid thing” to simply 

increase the number of teaching hours because elementary teachers are already 

overworked. He thought that MEXT should “at least give them a break and give them 

an hour off somewhere else.” Then he questioned MEXT requiring the Boards of 

Education and schools to make decisions that are the purview of the Ministry of 

Education. He said, “MEXT uses the magic word of curriculum management to 
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completely throw all the responsibility to put it into action on the schools or the 

municipalities, which is a little irresponsible.” (Interview 1 Professor Mann, February 

16, 2021, 57:50-60:53) 

In this section I have presented excerpts from several national level participants 

who discussed how the structure of the system affects policy decisions. I reported how 

these participants described the internal political environment inside MEXT and that 

different groups fought for the limited resources of lesson time. Those issues caused 

problems for participants involved in creating the 2020 Course of Study. Those 

problems were political in nature, they exposed hierarchical relationships of power, and 

they caused problems at the three participating schools, as administrators and the local 

Boards of Education were forced to suddenly make adjustments and deal with mixed 

messages from MEXT. In the next section I discuss the discursive battles over policy 

creation and issues communicating the core ideas in the 2020 Course of Study. 

 

Discursive Battles Over Policy Transmission 

In this section I present three discursive battles that materialized from the 

interview data. First, was the continuous struggle between traditional and progressive 

discourses of education reform and the battle to preserve a monolingual Japanese-first 

ideology in the elementary school curriculum, while others advanced a discourse that 

promoted a multilingual Japan. A struggle also manifested with the discourse of 

expertise, which determined who were to be the knowledgeable, experienced experts 

who had power, authority, and voice. One consequence of this development was that 
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other stakeholders were marginalized during policy creation and transmission. The third 

discursive battle over language education extended to the purpose of EFL itself with a 

clash between the discourse of “international understanding” and an attempt to increase 

interest and motivation to learn foreign languages through a multilingual approach, and 

the discourse of global competition and the necessity to focus on English proficiency, 

and significantly improve grammatical and communicative competency by commencing 

EFL classes in elementary school. Many participants, regardless of their position, spoke 

of disputes over the views of EFL education in the elementary school curriculum and 

the struggles between different stakeholders and organizations situated across the 

education system. All of these competing discourses made it difficult for policymakers 

to articulate important pedagogical concepts and develop a shared vision of the role and 

purpose of elementary school EFL while having their voices heard. 

 

Discursive Battles Between Traditional and Progressive Views 

In competition with the discourse on English education was a conservative 

discourse influenced by nationalistic and traditional views of education reform, which 

promoted the Japanese language first and the importance of the subject kokugo 

(literally, national language). As explained earlier, in Japan there has been a long-

standing struggle between traditional and progressive ideologies towards education, 

schooling, and the role language plays in political and socioeconomic development. 

This discursive battle continues and is now influenced by the discourse on 

globalization, which now links foreign language education to sustained economic 
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development. I begin this section by demonstrating the continuing clash between 

traditional and progressive discourses of education. I show how traditional ideologies 

that assume a cultural and linguistic homogeneous nation-state (one-nation-one-

language) is maintained in elementary schools for sociopolitical reasons (e.g., 

Anderson, 1983; Burns, 2003; Carroll, 2001; Ricento, 2015). This traditional discourse 

is countered by a progressive discourse that advocates foreign language acquisition 

being necessary for socioeconomic success and promotes bilingualism as a sustainable 

resource and not a sociocultural problem. 

During the time MEXT was implementing English into the elementary school 

curriculum, national newspapers disseminated a discourse that Japanese elementary 

schools needed to remain monolingual, which created a difficult political environment. 

In my first interview with former MEXT Senior Curriculum specialist Mr. Fukuyama, 

he explained that many groups were opposed to introducing foreign language education 

in the elementary schools when he joined MEXT in 2005. He stated that of all the 

newspapers in Japan, only the Nikkei supported introducing elementary school English. 

The other newspapers were opposed and pushed for “Japanese first” by arguing that 

Japanese elementary schools were not the place for foreign language education. At that 

time Japan was still reeling from the “2003 PISA shock” and the country was 

reevaluating its educational standards, its policy on yutori education, and questioning 

earlier neoliberal education reforms and the impact of globalization on the country’s 

economy and education (Takayama, 2007; 2008; 2010). He also explained that at that 

time about 80% of elementary school teachers were opposed to conducting English 
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lessons. He even mentioned that right-wing nationalists got involved and were against 

it. This point demonstrates that foreign language education in elementary schools, the 

place that “educates hearts and minds” (Lewis, 1995), was the new political 

battleground between progressive and traditional views of language, education, 

national-identity, and sustained socioeconomic success even as late as 2005. 

Despite the delicate political situation, MEXT still wanted to add foreign 

language education to the elementary school curriculum. Mr. Fukuyama, who began his 

teaching career as a high school English teacher, told me that when he arrived at MEXT 

in 2005, after four years as Senior Supervisor at a Prefecture Education Training Center, 

he thought that he would be working on the high school English Course of Study. 

However, top MEXT officials asked him to oversee elementary school English, which 

he said was “the hardest thing.” Then he said something surprising: 

でも文部科学省のトップからは教科はどうだって言われた。教科で 3年生
からどうだって。ちょっと待てと。英語なんか教えたことない先生に、3
年生から 4年間も無理だと。 
 
But the top people of MEXT asked me about making it [English] a subject. 
What do you think of making it a subject from Grade 3? I told them that’s 
impossible for teachers who have never taught English to have to do it 
from third grade for four years. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018, 
10:50-11:23) 

 

I was astonished to learn that in 2005 MEXT was considering making English an 

academic subject from Grade 3 and implementing that plan in the upcoming 2011 

Course of Study. When I asked him if that was correct, he answered, “Yes. But that’s 

because they didn’t understand. They didn’t understand English education. They didn’t 

know what’s actually going on in the schools.” To respond to this directive, he devised 
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a plan to achieve MEXT’s goal of implementing English as an academic subject into the 

elementary school curriculum. According to Mr. Fukuyama, one problem was that 

MEXT had no data supporting the claim that primary school English was needed or 

effective. He even complained that information from the MEXT-selected pilot schools 

had not provided concrete data or evidence that EFL lessons were working and that 

students could learn a certain number of words in so many lessons. 

Taking the political environment and situation in the schools into consideration, 

Mr. Fukuyama decided that peoples’ perceptions and attitudes towards elementary 

school foreign language education needed to change before anything else could happen. 

This idea included students, teachers, school principals, and the general public. 

Therefore, he suggested that MEXT make English language activities mandatory for 

Grades 5 and 6, requiring all public schools to conduct once-a-week English lessons. 

Over the next 10 years, until the next Course of Study was to be issued, teachers could 

gain experience and learn how to teach English. Stakeholders and the general public 

would also gain a better understanding of the aims of elementary school EFL and 

realize that it does not negatively affect the learning of Japanese. In the next phase with 

the new Course of Study, MEXT could then designate English an academic subject in 

Grades 5 and 6 and shift the starting age of language activities to Grade 3. This plan is 

what Mr. Fukuyama presented to the senior MEXT officials. He stated, “That’s what is 

coming right now. There’s nothing surprising about this” (Interview 1 Fukuyama, 

February 1, 2018, 13:42-15:38). This initial plan should have enabled MEXT to change 

the narrative of foreign language education in the elementary schools, but more 
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importantly, also prepare a long-term strategy for adding a new academic subject of 

foreign language education into the 28-hour framework of the national curriculum. 

However, MEXT was unable to achieve this goal. As explained above, some of the 

reasons were the internal political environment and issues of leadership in MEXT. This 

failure made the process of policy transmission at the three participating schools a form 

of bricolage. 

The 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study was written by numerous 

advisors from various backgrounds, which led to more contesting discourses being 

brought into competition or conflict with each other. One of the people involved was 

Professor Otsu, an outspoken opponent against the idea of introducing English 

education into the elementary school system (Otsu, 2004; Terasawa, 2019). This point 

was confirmed by Chairperson Hasegawa who explained that Professor Otsu “was 

adamantly opposed to the introduction of English in the elementary schools” and that 

“he was all for Japanese first and that idea.” However, Chairperson Hasegawa 

diplomatically explained that because Professor Otsu presented several opposing views 

that “probably helped the committee to sort of balance the final report that came out.” 

Chairperson Hasegawa rationalized that without his contributions the 2020 Course of 

Study might have “gone even a little further towards the more positive side of 

introducing English at a young age. So, I think he contributed greatly in that respect” 

(Interview 1 Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 2018, 4:40-6:12). To me, it seemed 

counterintuitive and counterproductive for MEXT and the other advisors to have an 

academic who was strongly opposed to the introduction of English as an academic 
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subject in elementary schools to be involved in creating that policy. Regardless of the 

rationale, it demonstrates that even at the national level, there was a discursive battle 

whether foreign language education should be incorporated into the public elementary 

school curriculum or not. 

 

Controlling Voice Through a Discourse of Expertise 

Another point of contention was the discourse of expertise, which ascertained 

and verified who were to be the experienced primary school foreign language experts in 

terms of policymaking and who was best to conduct the lessons. This development took 

the form of a discursive battle between those who were considered traditional, well-

established experts in the field of junior, senior, or tertiary foreign language education 

against the new emerging specialists in the field of foreign language education for 

young learners. Professor Mann mentioned that he felt one of his roles was to “help 

bridge the gap” between the academics, who were considered the traditional experts and 

the new emerging specialists of elementary school teachers involved in EFL policy 

creation. He stated, “there were certain people who spoke [in meetings] more than 

others, more commonly the university types would be the ones to speak.” He also stated 

that people in higher positions were listened to and that when Chairperson Hasegawa 

said anything, “it pretty much gets written down in stone,” but when an elementary 

school teacher suggested anything, the suggestions were “just kind of brushed aside, 

‘Oh they’re just teachers so…’” (Interview 1, Professor Mann, February 19, 2021, 2:51-

3:25). This excerpt reveals that the discourse of expertise favored academics, whose 
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field of research was high school English, to be designated as the primary school 

foreign language experts, rather than individuals who came from the field of elementary 

school education. This fact was verified by former MEXT official Mr. Fukuyama, who 

explained to me that most of the individuals involved in writing the 2020 English 

Course of Study were known for high school English and had no experience teaching in 

elementary school classrooms. The result of this meant that not all national-level 

policymakers had a voice on policy decisions, which led individuals, such as Professor 

Mann to attempt to create opportunities for the marginalized voices of elementary 

school teachers to be better heard. 

One consequence of the discourse of expertise was that it excluded elementary 

school teachers from participating in the making of the Grade 6 supplementary 

textbooks, which were the models publishing companies used to design their textbooks. 

This fact was mentioned by three national-level advisors, who all thought that it was a 

mistake to not have at least one elementary school teacher in that working group. Some 

insight into one possible reason elementary school teachers did not have a voice in the 

Grade 6 curriculum was provided by former MEXT official Mr. Fukuyama. He stated 

that MEXT became concerned about not securing the lesson time and that schools 

would then use that as an excuse not to conduct English lessons in Grades 3 and 4. Mr. 

Fukuyama explained: 

だから出川というやつがね、去年俺は文科省に呼ばれて。11 月に行った

んやけど。そうしたら時間取れないんだったらやらへんと。3・4 年の外
国語活動やらへんでと言った。現場は。そしたら、それは想定済みだ、ち

ゃんと分かってる I understandと言ってきた。ほなどうすんねんって。そ

したら 3・4 年をちゃんとやらなかったら、5・6 年のWe Canはできな
いように、つまずくように作ってやるって。 
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That’s why Mr. Degawa* last year asked me to come to MEXT. I went 
there in November. They supposed that if they couldn’t get enough time, 
then the schools wouldn’t do foreign language activities in Grades 3 and 4. 
I said, “I understand. What are you going to do about it?” Then, Mr. 
Degawa answered that if the schools didn't do Grades 3 and 4 properly, 
they [MEXT] would purposely make Grades 5 and 6 difficult, so the 
schools had to do [Grades 3 and 4]. (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 
2018, 25:18-25:58) (*Degawa is a pseudonym) 

 

When I asked him if that is possibly one reason why there was a big jump in the 

level of difficulty in the Grade 6 curriculum, he answered “yes” and then called 

MEXT’s plan a dirty trick (汚いでしょ). This excerpt is important for two reasons. 

First, it demonstrates that MEXT at that time was still concerned about the amount 

of lesson time they had failed to secure in the national curriculum for Grades 5 and 

6. Second, it reveals that MEXT did not consider elementary school teachers to be 

experts in curriculum design of foreign language education and they were thus 

excluded from making the Grade 6 supplementary textbooks. 

 

Discursive Struggle Between International Understanding and Global Competition 

The goals and aims of elementary school foreign language education was a 

contested topic. This battle was between the discourse of international understanding 

which promoted a multilingual approach to foreign language acquisition by 

emphasizing diversity and positive attitudes towards learning languages rather than 

language proficiency. The other discourse, global competition and sustained 

development, which advocated the need to significantly improve the grammatical 
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understanding and communicative competency of learners by focusing only on English, 

and lowering the starting age to even younger students. 

The discourse of global competition and sustained development was promoted 

by policymakers who manufactured a problem to justify making changes to the 

elementary school English program. MEXT Senior Curriculum Specialist Ms. Wada 

and Chairperson Hasegawa both mentioned a gap between elementary school and junior 

high school English. This problem was mentioned in the Manual of Foreign Languages, 

which stated that first year junior high school students had difficulties understanding the 

difference between Japanese sounds and English sounds, the association of letters and 

sounds, and English sentence structures (Foreign Language Manual p. 67). They argued 

this gap in understanding was causing problems for junior school teachers, so 

elementary school English needed to change. Chairperson Hasegawa stated that this gap 

began with the previous 2011 Course of Study because the focus was on finding 

enjoyment in communicating in a foreign language (English) and students did not have 

to analyze the contents of what they were saying. This approach related to the discourse 

of international education. However, the discourse on global competitiveness and 

sustainable development emphasizes English proficiency, even for younger first-time 

speakers of English. Chairperson Hasegawa declared that “unless [students] are able to 

analyze the utterances” they would not be able to “acquire the kind of knowledge that is 

required to say that [they] know the language.” In other words, these new young 

speakers of English lacked metalinguistic knowledge, so “a gap was created between 

these kids who came in and what the junior high school teachers were expecting of 
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them” (Interview 1 Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 10:33-12:15). This 

position was also mentioned in my interview with MEXT Senior Curriculum Specialist 

Ms. Wada (Interview 1, Senior Curriculum Specialist Wada, February 19, 2018, 5:25-

7:22). These statements reveal that rather than continuing with a more communicative 

language teaching approach that emphasized communicating meaning over learning 

language forms, MEXT decided to adapt the more traditional and familiar structuralist 

approach to EFL by claiming that a gap had been created between elementary school 

and junior high school English. 

This perceived gap was based on junior high school teachers’ expectations and 

not based on any flaw with the way elementary school English education was being 

conducted up to this point. Elementary school English activities in Grades 5 and 6 were 

previously taught once a week and were focused on developing English speaking and 

listening skills through communicative language activities promoted through the 

discourse of international understanding. The fact that Grade 6 elementary school 

students could listen to English and understand and say basic words and expressions but 

did not know grammar and could not read or write was not a pedagogical problem until 

it was manufactured into one by claiming that the transition from elementary to junior 

high school was problematic. In other words, through the discourse of global 

competitiveness and sustained development, the previous approach of elementary 

school EFL lessons, which were focused on communicative language teaching, was 

labeled deficient by policymakers. One interpretation is that because the previous 2011 

Course of Study’s approach was closely aligned to the discourse of international 
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understanding, which emphasized positive attitudes towards learning languages rather 

than striving for increased levels of English proficiency, was assessed to be insufficient. 

The discourse of global competition and sustained development advocates the necessity 

to improve the grammatical and communicative competency of young learners by 

promoting higher levels of English proficiency earlier. Thus, the more familiar 

approach of structuralism, which focuses on language forms, was selected and 

introduced into the elementary school EFL program. When I spoke with former MEXT 

official Mr. Fukuyama about this perceived gap, he was quick to dispute it. He said:  

「小学校英語がこうあるべきだ」という人たちがきて作っただから。

現場が分からない人を作った。下を見てない、上ばかりを見てた。中

学校を意識して作った。子どもたちのこと考えてない。大人の理論で

作られた訳です。 
 

[The 2020 Course of Study] was made by people who had this idea 
that “elementary school English should be like this." It was made by 
people who don't understand what’s actually going on in the 
elementary school classrooms. They didn't look down, they just looked 
up. They just made it with junior high school in mind and didn't think 
about the children. It’s based on adult theories. (Interview 2, 
Fukuyama, May 25, 2021, 9:10-9:38) 

 

This excerpt is also an example of the discourse of expertise. Mr. Fukuyama stated that 

the end result of the 2020 Course of Study was that it did not eliminate any gap; it 

created a new gap between the Grades 3 and 4 English activities and English as-a-

subject in Grades 5 and 6. He argued that because of the sudden increased level in 

difficulty, the teaching of grammatical forms, assessing student proficiencies, and 

emphasizing that specialized senka teachers for the upper grades will create a difficult 

transition for elementary school students going from Grade 4 English-as-activities to 
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Grade 5 English-as-a-subject. It is questionable if two lessons per week in Grades 5 and 

6 will be enough to ensure that students can manage the contents of the junior high 

school English curriculum. This is another point for future research. 

When I asked Chairperson Hasegawa if the new methodology in the 2020 

Course of Study was simply injecting the junior high school grammar-translation 

methodology into the elementary schools, he rejected that idea. He explained that in the 

new English-as-a-subject in elementary school, grammar is taught inductively while at 

the junior high school it is taught deductively. He said that one of the current issues is to 

explain this point to the junior high school English teachers. He wanted all the junior 

high school teachers to read and understand the 2020 Elementary School English 

Course of Study. He explained: 

So one of the problems that we are trying to cope with at the present time 
is we want to make sure that the junior high school teachers understand 
the way grammar is introduced, the forms of language are introduced in 
the English-as-subject in the fifth and sixth grade. If these junior high 
school teachers feel that the way grammar is taught in elementary school 
is the same way it’s been taught in junior high, they’ll be surprised in that 
it’s not going to work. These kids don’t know what [the teachers] expect 
them to know because the philosophy is completely opposite. (Interview 
1 Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 26:30-27:09) 

 

I found this rationale puzzling because the previous approach of focusing on 

communicating meaning also presented language forms inductively. Furthermore, the 

2020 Course of Study explicitly stated that forms need to be taught so that students 

learn the difference. It struck me as odd that rather than educating junior high school 

English teachers about elementary school methods, the new policy simply changed the 

elementary school approach to match the grammar-translation method of the junior high 
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schools. Even the new principal at Sawa Elementary School commented that all MEXT 

did with the new curriculum was take the first six months of the old junior high school 

English curriculum and shift that into Grade 6. Then Principal Matsuda sat back in his 

chair and shaking his head in disapproval said, “Things keep coming down from above 

to the elementary schools (どんどん上から小学校に降りてくる) (Interview 1 Matsuda, 

November 12, 2021 18:20-18-45). 

Several policymakers promoted the discourse on international understanding and 

a multilingual approach, which clashed directly with the discourse of global competition 

and sustained development as stated in the 2020 Course of Study. When I asked the two 

former MEXT officials, Mr. Morimoto and Mr. Fukuyama, why elementary school EFL 

is needed, Mr. Morimoto wrote that when he worked for the MEXT from 1989 to 1994 

as a senior curriculum specialist, the basic principle underlying the introduction of 

English into elementary schools was not to create pupils who disliked English. To 

achieve this, MEXT promoted a methodology where teachers enjoyed teaching English 

and advised schools and Board of Education supervisors to consider basic “challenges,” 

such as moving away from memorizing English to enjoying English, emphasizing 

communicability over accuracy, and moving away from language drills to language 

activities (Morimoto, personal communication, October 17, 2021). This point shows 

that in the beginning, elementary school English was not focused on learning language 

forms or preparing students for junior high school English. A greater importance was 

placed on developing students with a positive attitude towards learning English. This 

opinion was also expressed by another former MEXT official, Mr. Fukuyama, who told 
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a story about a nationwide survey conducted in 2005 and 2006. The survey asked 

elementary school students, “What would you do if a foreigner approached you and 

spoke to you?” He said that about 60,000 Japanese elementary school students took the 

survey each year and that the results shocked him. He stated that about 10% of students 

responded that they would run away, another 10% would be silent, and about 20% said 

that they hated foreigners. He said, “There’s no other country where two out of 10 

children would run away or silently pretend to be dead.” He asserted that was 

unacceptable and that with such a mentality, elementary school students would not want 

to learn English (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018 12:22-13:40). These 

comments from two former MEXT officials provide insight into why foreign language 

education for elementary schools began with the discourse of international 

understanding. It also provides evidence that the 2020 Course of Study marks a break in 

previous MEXT policies on how elementary school EFL should be taught. 

Support for the discourse of international understanding was also expressed by 

Superintendent Kimura, who talked about its importance for elementary school 

students. She thought that Grade 5 and 6 students are old enough to start to learn basic 

English language skills; however, she did not believe that an early start would produce 

MEXT’s desire for improvement of English scores on international tests. Though she 

had advocated for elementary school English, she also declared that she did not think 

that starting EFL in junior high school was too late if one thinks in terms of language 

acquisition. She asserted that the international understanding approach to foreign 

language education is important for elementary school students so that they can 
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experience other languages as well as English. She said that this exposure was 

important so that students can understand what language is and how languages are used 

around the world. Though English is now an academic subject in elementary schools, 

she did not think that people should expect students will become good at English 

because it is only taught twice a week (Interview 1 Superintendent Kimura, February 

13, 2018, 3:22-7:10). Supervisor Ishiki, another national-level advisor, also spoke of the 

importance of international understanding and for young students to listen to English, 

meet and learn from ALTs, and also learn about other countries and cultures. When I 

asked him about Grade 5 and 6 English, after a long pause, he said that he thought that 

there were no real linguistic benefits because English lessons are only twice a week and 

that is not enough to improve the students’ English proficiency. However, creating 

positive attitudes towards learning English and having a broader perspective about the 

world were beneficial for elementary school students and he thought that the social 

aspects of elementary school EFL lessons were more important than the linguistic side 

(Interview 1 Supervisor Ishiki March 3, 2018, 29:17-34:10). 

All four interview excerpts from these national-level advisors demonstrated that 

they struggled with the opposing discourses on elementary school English. All four 

expressed support for the discourse on international understanding and though most 

thought that focusing only on English at the elementary school was not problematic, 

they all believed that a multilingual approach still had merit. Although the discourse of 

global competition had been incorporated into the 2020 Course of Study, which 

emphasized learning linguistic forms, they did not see this contributing to MEXT’s goal 
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of improvement on international tests. Even Supervisor Kumagai from the Prefecture 

Board of Education was skeptical and declared that the schooling system alone was not 

going to make students good at English. He said that many people now believe that if 

students learn English for seven years in compulsory education, from elementary school 

to the end of junior high school, they will become good English speakers. He called that 

“a dream.” He said that in elementary and junior high school, the schooling system can 

“just open the door to learning foreign languages” and that it is up to each individual 

student to “decide to go in the room and learn for themselves.” He hoped that students 

would develop an attitude that they really want to learn a given language and that they 

will continue to learn that language for the rest of their life. He thought that English 

would be good to learn in elementary school and junior high school, but once in high 

school, students should select the language they want to study. He thought that high 

schools should offer “various kinds of languages” then once in university, students 

could return to learning English again if they studied another language in high school. 

He asserted that if the education system could offer those options, then Japan would 

become a “rich society” (Interview 1 Supervisor Kumagai June 7, 2017, 17:16-22:39). 

Many classroom teachers remained aligned with the discourse on international 

education and struggled to accept the new discourse of global competition and 

sustainable development. Many teachers I spoke with were skeptical that making 

English a subject would have positive effects for the students. They were not opposed to 

foreign language education in the elementary school system, but they questioned the 

necessity of making it a subject and not maintaining the previous once-a-week lesson 
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with no formal assessment. Several teachers at all three schools told me that when they 

were junior high school students that they did not enjoy learning English because they 

had to learn the four language skills simultaneously and were always being tested and 

evaluated. These teachers were worried that their students, who had enjoyed learning 

English and had developed a positive attitude towards the language, would change their 

views now that English is an academic subject. They questioned the necessity of 

focusing only on English and felt that leaving it as language activities would be better 

for the students. These teachers were concerned about the effects of assessing their 

students in the same manner as Japanese or mathematics and that if student report cards 

clearly state that the student is good or bad that that might give the impression to 

students that they cannot acquire English even before moving to junior high school. 

Even Chairperson Hasegawa, who was an advocate of the discourse of global 

competition and sustained development and the learning of language forms in 

elementary school, had expressed his approval of international understanding and a 

multilingual approach. Near the end of our interview, he stated that the main purpose of 

English was to broaden “children’s minds or feelings” so that they would be able to 

accept different ideas, ways of thinking, language forms, and cultures. He then told me 

a story of when in the mid-1970s he met Mr. Izuka, who was one of the founders of 

Katoh Gakuen, the first school in Japan to offer an English immersion program. 

Chairperson Hasegawa explained that Mr. Izuka believed that if a young child between 

the ages of 2 to 12 was exposed to a different language and culture that the child could 

develop “the flexibility and emotional adaptability” to accept new ideas, which would 
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help them to broad their “spheres of thinking.” He concluded the story by saying, “And 

I think this is true.” He then acknowledged that that was the main goal for the 

introduction of English in 2011, which was not to get the children to acquire English, 

but to acquire the sense for international understanding. “That was the major goal. And 

I think it still fits,” he said. When I asked him if he thought that goal was changing by 

making it a subject in the 2020 Course of Study, he responded, “I don’t think it’s going 

to change.” I then questioned if he thought that elementary school English was not 

really about foreign language acquisition, but more about foreign language 

socialization, he answered, “That’s right.” I thought his agreement was a bit 

contradictory considering he had stated earlier that elementary school students needed 

to learn language forms. Regardless, at the end of our talk, Chairperson Hasegawa 

expressed his views on the current state of affairs in regards to foreign language 

education in Japan. The following quote, though long, offers a profound evaluation and 

critique of not only of the discursive battles in English education, but also of 

contemporary Japanese society. 

I think this whole revision of the foreign language program, ranging from 
elementary school up to the changing of the system of entrance 
examinations to college, we’re going to have to see how it turns out. 
We’re at the stage right now where we know that things are going to 
change, at least to a certain extent. And we are hoping for the best. There 
are forces that are opposed to what we are doing and that might put the 
brakes on some of the things we are trying to do, but I think overall, with 
the world moving the way it is, the problems the world is facing, I mean 
something has to be done in order to get the Japanese to take a more 
active role in the world to live in a global society. And I think we all 
know that. We just can’t sit still and just wait for things to happen around 
us. We’re just going to be left behind. And I think people know that. So 
what are we going to have to do in order to keep up with what’s going on, 
how things are moving? We’re going to have to be more observant of 
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what’s going on and in order to do that we are going to need a means of 
communication that will help us to understand what is going on. And I’m 
not saying English is the only tool, so many other languages are also 
important. But we all know that at least that from a global standpoint, at 
the present time, English is the de facto language that has to be acquired. 
I think people have the same notion for that. So if this idea goes on and 
this whole system ranging from elementary school to college is 
successfully enhanced, then we will come to a next stage where we will 
probably say, “Alright, now we have the means to communicate. How 
many of the Japanese can actually go out into the world outside to really 
join international forces and creating a better, peaceful Earth?” You 
know, as cosmopolitans. And at the present time we have the United 
Nations and the Japanese contribute so much money. And they have this 
allotment of how many public servants who they can occupy and it’s 
never been filled. It’s never been filled because there has never been 
enough Japanese who want to go and work in the United Nations. It’s 
never been filled. We have to find some young Japanese who will be 
willing to go out there and do that. And I think one of the first steps is 
getting them to acquire the communicative means to be able to 
communicate with the world around them. And it’s not just linguistic, as 
you said, the social, the cultural aspect as well. If we do that, then things 
might start rolling. (Interview 1 Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 
2018 42:07-45:27) 

 

Chairperson Hasegawa spoke of the process of policy implementation and of the forces 

opposed to teaching English in the elementary school system, but he also talked at 

length about changes in Japanese society and the continuing struggle with 

internationalization and globalization and the need that things must change. He 

explained the importance of learning a foreign language and what he views as the social 

hurdles that remain. This is why I think this quote is exceptionally insightful. 

In this section I have presented the close connection between the themes of 

politics during the process of policy creation and the discursive battles over policy 

transmission. I have shown that the discursive struggle over elementary school English 

policy was part of the continuous battle between progressive views of education reform 
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and traditional values of language, state, and national identity. There was also a battle 

between the discourse on international education, which promoted a multilingual 

approach to foreign language education centered on the individual needs of the learner, 

and the discourse of global competition and sustainable development, which promoted 

English-only classrooms and conceptualized foreign language acquisition as necessary 

for national development. These two themes of the politics of policy creation and the 

discursive battles of policy transmission were complementary, overlapped in areas, and 

influenced each other. However, in the first theme I concentrated on how the structure 

and mechanics of the system affected policy creation, while the second theme I 

presented evidence how the participants viewed their role and how they navigated 

particular complications as they materialized. I also presented evidence supporting the 

assertation that the hierarchy of the education system and the perceived hierarchy of 

members limited the voice and agency of certain policymakers as discussions over 

contents and terminology were debated. In the next section I explain how these issues 

caused problems and policy implementation took on a form of bricolage. 

 

Policy Creation and Implementation as Bricolage 

Because of the many political struggles, policymakers were forced to make a 

series of improvisations and the processes of policy creation and dissemination took on 

a form of bricolage. I use the term from Lévi-Strauss (1962/1966) to refer to the 

construction or creation of a work using a diverse range of elements, such as materials, 

tools, and/or ideas that happen to be available on hand at that time. Bricolage can also 
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refer to a methodology or process of making do with whatever is available in order to 

solve new problems. This conceptualization is opposed to the well-planned engineer 

who proceeds with fixed goals and predetermined means. I use the term bricolage to 

encapsulate several related themes. From the participants’ stories it appears that MEXT 

did not have a clear strategic long-term plan on how to incorporate foreign language 

education into the national curriculum. Thus, the process turned out to be a series of 

improvisations triggered by the political and discursive battles described above. Other 

problems appear to have been caused by insufficient preparation, miscommunication, 

and poor management. I have organized these components of bricolage into two themes. 

The first theme is that limited resources contributed to the need for bricolage. Here I 

discuss the participants’ comments on time constraints and explain issues regarding the 

lack of qualifications of supervisors at the Boards of Education and teachers. I then 

explain their views on staffing issues and other budgetary constraints that added to the 

need for bricolage. The second theme is dealing with ambiguity. Here I present 

examples of bricolage and how the participants were forced to deal this uncertainty. 

This ambiguity surrounds several issues, such as unclear policy borrowing and 

referencing, negotiating new terminology, and sudden policy announcements. 

 

Limited Resources Contributed to the Need for Bricolage 

The infrastructure of the education system and the mechanisms available forced 

stakeholders to work with limited resources. In Lévi-Strauss’s (1962/1966) concept of 

bricolage, the bricoleur only uses the materials, objects, ideas, or other resources that 
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are available on hand. In this study, the resource that was mentioned the most frequently 

by the participants was a lack of sufficient time to complete things properly. Another 

topic that emerged from the data was the issue of human resource management. Many 

participants questioned the way policy transmission occurred in the education system 

because it situated people in positions where they were underqualified and understaffed, 

which they believed undermined the quality of education. 

 

Time Constraints 

A hastened production schedule affected how policy was created, transmitted, 

and appropriated in the three participating schools. This problem required participants 

to improvise, which added to the need for bricolage. At the national level, Professor 

Mann expressed his dismay at the rushed schedule and also captured the political 

influence at work when he stated: 

[Prime Minister] Abe, from the very top of the government. They decided 
the date of 2020, which is only 9 years since the last one [Course of 
Study], so it just pushed the whole schedule up a year. I just felt like 
everything was in a hurry right from day one. So with them making the 
timeline shorter in order to introduce elementary school English at the 
same time as the Olympics would happen. So the timeline was a little bit 
shorter than usual and they were a little bit slow in getting things going. 
So from day one it was a hurry. (Interview 1 Professor Mann, February 
16, 2021 9:11-10:08) 

 

The rushed schedule and short timeframe were confirmed by Supervisor Ishiki, who 

worked on the Grade 6 supplementary textbook. He stated that the timeframe from start 

to finish for making the supplementary textbooks was only about 6 months. When I 

asked him if he thought the starting time was late, he paused for a long time, selected his 
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words carefully and diplomatically stated that he did not think that they started late. He 

explained that during the writing process MEXT checked if the four groups (one group 

for each of the four grades) were covering the target vocabulary and goals. He said that 

there were many corrections as MEXT checked the contents of each grade, the 

vocabulary, and how many times certain words appeared (Interview 1 Mr. Ishiki, March 

6, 2020, 5:47-6:38). His response did not explain the shortened timeframe, and in fact 

suggested that with many required revisions (作って途中で色々検討が必要になるとい

っぱい出てきた) more time was needed to get the important job of creating a primary 

school English language textbook designed, written, and published. 

Because of time limitations, education authorities at the municipality Boards of 

Education were also forced to improvise. One supervisor for the City Board of 

Education described her experiences travelling to Tokyo for MEXT workshops and then 

returning to her city to organize in-service training programs and conduct demonstration 

lessons for teachers by herself. She stated that the most difficult part was changing the 

contents so that it was easy for the teachers to understand because all of this occurred 

before the new 2020 Course of Study was officially released, meaning the principals and 

teachers had not yet seen the new Course of Study. She explained that only parts of the 

2020 Course of Study had been sent to the Board of Education and that she would then 

have to provide workshops to inform school principals, vice-principals, and teachers in 

charge of the school’s English program (英語担当の先生) that the curriculum will be 

“something like this.” She added that because the information from MEXT had come in 

bits and pieces, it made many people, especially the principals, feel “nervous” (特に校長
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先生たちが緊張してた) once they realized that big changes were coming. When I asked 

about the timeframe, she spoke at length about how she believed that MEXT did not 

have enough time to make the textbooks and write the Course of Study. She complained 

that MEXT was too slow and that the schools were supposed to begin using the new 

textbooks in two-months’ time, but all the materials had not arrived yet. However, she 

understood the difficulties (すごく大変な仕事と思う) because she was aware that 

politicians, the business community, and other government agencies had been talking 

about reforming English education, yet she wondered why the timeframe was so short 

because she thought that MEXT needed to get everything out to the schools one year 

earlier (Interview 1 Supervisor Yamamoto, January 19, 2018, 7:38-13:15). 

Time was a precious resource for elementary school teachers. Many of the 

teachers stated that their average work day was between 10 to 12 hours. Each day they 

have five to six lessons, which they needed to prepare. In addition, teachers must 

collect notebooks and check homework. During lunch they oversee the serving of 

lunches, eat with their students, and then clean the classrooms with the students. After 

school, some teachers coach a sports team or club activity. There are also meetings to 

attend, school events to plan for, and other administrative duties, not to mention 

grading assignments and preparing for the next day’s lessons. As one classroom 

teacher bluntly stated: 

本当に授業の用意が大変なので、中学校みたいに数学だけ、英語だけや

ってたら良いみたいなんじゃないので、本当に体育もやり、プールに入

りながら、畑も見ながら、英語の勉強もして国語も算数もしてなので、

本当に時間がないっていうのが、一番の苦しみなので。 
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It's really difficult to prepare for lessons. It's not like at junior high 
schools where teachers just do math or English. I have to teach physical 
education and go into the pool [with the students], go look at the garden, 
study English, and do math and Japanese. So the biggest trouble is not 
having enough time. (Interview 1 Maehara July 14, 2017, 11:48-12:15) 

 

A teacher at another school also mentioned the challenges of time management for 

elementary school teachers. Each lesson has to be prepared and many of the teachers in 

this study said that compared to the other subjects, English takes the most preparation 

time, so the days when they teach English are their busiest days. This frustration was 

summarized by one teacher who spoke about time constraints for preparing for lessons 

on days when she taught English. She said: 

準備に追われる日もあるっていうのが正直あって、英語ってやっぱりこ

う、準備がすごく大事だなと言うふうに感じる、どの授業もそうなんで

すけど、ピクチャーカードをしっかりすぐに出せる状態にして置いたり

だとか、朝早く来て、ちょっと教室で準備しておいたり、それが好きな

んです。好きなんですけど、時間が足りなかったり、逆にそうなってき

たときに社会の準備がちょっとおろそかになったりするとか。 
 
To be honest, there are days when I'm busy with preparations, and I feel 
that preparation is very important for English, as with all lessons. I like to 
have the picture cards in place where I can take them out immediately 
[during the lesson], so I come early in the morning and prepare a little in 
the classroom. I like it, but when I don't have enough time, when that 
happens, then preparations for social studies get neglected. (Interview 1 
Ehara, June 26, 2017, 3:50-4:22) 
 

These excerpts reflect how many of the teachers in this study felt about the lack of 

preparation time. The workload for teachers is not limited to the classroom, but also 

includes other work outside the classroom. This detail was explained by a veteran 

teacher whom I had a casual conversation with one day as we walked back to the 

staffroom together. He poignantly stated that the number of hours teaching has not 



 245 

changed in the 35 years he has been a teacher, but the other work, such as staff 

meetings, filling-in forms for school trips, planning and preparing for school events, 

meeting with parents, and participating in professional development workshops have 

increased over the years. He said that when he started teaching, he felt that he could 

finish everything in one day, but now no one can finish their work, so something 

always carryies over to the next day. The issue of long work hours for teachers was 

mentioned by all three school principals. For example, Principal Sato mentioned it 

when he was explaining his frustration about a Prefecture Board of Education’s new 

plan for senka English teachers. He stated: 

結局、財務省が出してる予算が、働き方改革で先生方の軽減をさせなさ

いって、大臣同士でうまく話し合いができたんでしょうね。 
 
After all, it appears that the budget from the Ministry of Finance is 
connected to workplace reforms to reduce the number of hours for 
teachers. I think that the Ministers were able to come to an agreement on 
this. (Interview 2 Principal Sato, February 9, 2019 1:18-1:25) 

 

This excerpt not only further illustrates the working relationship MEXT has with the 

Ministry of Finance, but it also clarifies that the government is aware of the long hours 

elementary teachers work. Nevertheless, the 2020 Course of Study added more working 

hours to an already overburdened national curriculum, without offering any relief for 

teachers. This fact explains the national government’s concern and attempts to reduce 

the workload for public elementary school teachers. 
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Qualifications 

Several participants asserted that the qualifications of the supervisors at the local 

Board of Education did not match the job requirements, and some teachers stated that 

they felt that they were underqualified and undertrained. This suggests that there was a 

gap between the supervisors’ background and what they were required to manage 

regarding elementary school English. This issue increased the tendency toward 

bricolage because the supervisors had to make it up as the went along. The Board of 

Education supervisors I spoke to were elementary school teachers before joining the 

City Board of Education. They were not licensed English language teachers, but they 

were knowledgeable of elementary school education even while professing that they 

lacked training in foreign language acquisition, pedagogy, and language assessment. 

They pointed out that some supervisors at other Boards of Education were former junior 

high school or high school English teachers, who had learnt about SLA in university 

and understood theories of language acquisition, language pedagogy, and assessing 

students’ language proficiency, but had no experience with elementary school education 

and teaching English to younger learners. This gap at the meso level between 

supervisors’ experiences and qualifications not matching what they were required to do 

was mentioned by current and former MEXT Curriculum Specialists, school principals, 

classroom teachers, and the supervisors themselves. This problem, to a certain degree, 

was unavoidable because English was a relatively new addition to the elementary 

school curriculum. One interpretation is that it offers support to the discourse of 
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expertise, which placed authority with individuals outside the field of the elementary 

school education. 

The gap regarding qualifications created problems at the school level because 

some of the local Board of Education supervisors could not provide sufficient support to 

schools. This mismatch made the teachers feel isolated, which added to the sense of 

bricolage because people were just making it up as they went along. Several teachers 

complained that the City Board of Education supervisors were not helpful (e.g., the 

teacher workshops were not very good) or said that they would not ask for help from the 

Board of Education because they felt that the supervisor was not very knowledgeable 

about English language education. In my second interview with Supervisor Kumagai at 

the Prefecture Board of Education, he spoke at great length about this problem with the 

City Boards of Education because this is what he focuses specifically on. For the past 

seven years Mr. Kumagai worked at the Prefectural Teacher Training Center overseeing 

English education at the elementary and junior high schools and helped these 

municipal-level supervisors. Before that he was a high school English teacher for 18 

years. When we discussed this topic, he said: 

It is my impression that about 99% of supervisors of English education in 
the municipalities, their major is not English. At junior and senior high 
schools, maybe the supervisors are maybe 50%. So people at the Boards 
of Education can’t explain the contents of the Course of Study. And they 
have to do the explanation of the explanations. Unfortunately, the 
supervisors don’t have such a kind of background knowledge so it is 
tough for them to explain vividly to the teachers. And why the Course of 
Study mentions such a thing. For example, what is learner-centered 
English education or what is task-based language learning. (Interview 2 
Supervisor Kumagai December 16, 2020 8:32-9:20) 
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Later he mentioned that many supervisors are just waiting for him to explain the 

contents of the 2020 Course of Study to them, but he does not want to do that. He said 

that he wants them to first read the documents carefully and try to understand the 

contents and “think deeply and discuss with other teachers why the new Course of 

Study mentions such things.” After doing that, if they still were not sure of the meaning, 

then they could contact him and he would meet with the supervisors and teachers to 

discuss the contents. He said this was a “big problem” with the current system. 

Classroom teachers were also concerned about their qualifications and their 

abilities as language teachers to meet the job requirements to teach communicative 

English. Of the 24 classroom teachers I spoke with between June 2017 and March 2019, 

only three stated that they were confident in their ability to teach English. However, 

when I asked them which subject they were least confident teaching, only two teachers 

stated English. Several teachers said that they enjoyed teaching English but did not have 

a high sense of self-efficacy because they felt that their perceived English proficiency 

was not good enough and many were concerned that their limited speaking ability was 

not the best for their students. Because of their lack of confidence in their English 

speaking abilities and their lack of qualifications to teach English, these teachers stated 

that they needed more time to prepare for English lessons than most other subjects. 

 

Limited Staff and Budgetary Constraints 

Limited human resources placed a strain on how policy was transmitted through 

the local Boards of Education because supervisors were responsible for managing a 
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large number of schools. This limitation added to the need for bricolage. Supervisor 

Kumagai at the Prefectural Training Center stated that he was responsible for just over 

900 elementary schools and approximately 300 junior high schools. He said that he has 

one other person who helps him, but that person is not an English teacher. He explained 

that when the supervisors at the City Board of Education have trouble, they contact him 

for advice or invite him to visit the area and meet with schools and teachers. 

The three participating schools in this study are in separate cities with separate 

local Boards of Education. Yama Elementary and Junior High School is in a large urban 

center with 290 elementary schools. In that city two people on the City Board of 

Education oversee English for the 290 elementary schools. Mori Elementary School is 

in a smaller city with 32 elementary schools. That city’s Board of Education has two 

supervisors for elementary school education with one person mainly dealing with issues 

of English education. Sawa Elementary School is in a small city with only eight public 

elementary schools and only one supervisor is in charge of elementary schools. 

According to these Board of Education supervisors, their responsibilities are not 

divided by subject area, which means that they must manage all subject areas, plan and 

conduct professional teacher development programs, and address problems when they 

arise. The supervisor at the mid-sized Board of Education explained that though 

everyone works together, about half of the personnel at the Board of Education are 

responsible for improving school education, which covers all subjects. Because English 

and computer education are two new subjects in elementary school, they have two 

people overseeing them, with one supervisor focusing mainly on elementary schools 



 250 

while another supervisor mainly supervises junior high schools (Interview 1 Supervisor 

Akiyama February 6, 2019 1:43-4:10). 

A similar situation was also reported at the smallest Board of Education. The 

supervisor there informed me that six people supervise eight elementary schools and 

three junior high schools. Supervisor Taniguchi was in his first year at the City Board of 

Education after ten years as an elementary school teacher. In the 2020-2021 academic 

year he was in charge of elementary and junior high school English, but his main role is 

to work on improving lessons (授業改善) for all subjects at elementary school by 

planning city-wide workshops and teacher development programs, along with visiting 

schools, observing lessons, and offering advice to schools and the teachers working 

there (Interview 1 Supervisor Taniguchi January 29, 2021 0:50-2:45). Because of these 

limited resources, the supervisors at local Boards of Education had difficulty addressing 

the needs of all the schools in their areas, which meant that the supervisors and the 

schools were forced to make do with whatever was available to solve new problems. 

Limited financial resources and budget spending became an issue that led to 

frustrations and difficulties that created a point of contention between the Board of 

Education and the schools. This issue added to the sense of bricolage because the 

teachers felt that there was no clear plan on how the schools needed to prepare teaching 

materials, arrange time tables, and obtain necessary equipment for English lessons. 

During the 2017-2018 academic year when the three participating schools were 

preparing for English to be made an academic subject, the teachers at each school had 

different views on how their schools should be were preparing. Teachers at all three 
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schools questioned how their local Boards of Education were using funds. To illustrate 

how each teacher had different needs and ideas, I present views from three teachers at 

Sawa Elementary School who were working there at the same time. 

One teacher questioned the amount of money being used to promote team-

teaching for elementary school lessons at her school. She said that there are the regular 

homeroom teachers, but that the city sends a junior high school English teacher and 

pays for an assistant language teacher (ALT) whose first language is English. All this 

costs money and she thought that there must be a better way to use those funds. She said 

that she felt bad for saying this but, “Isn’t it really wasteful to have one person standing 

at the front and another in the back of the classroom?” (Interview 2 Ms. Nishida August 

1, 2017, 3:38-5:52). 

The second teacher expressed her displeasure with the City Board of Education 

and said, “There are places where the system is messed up.” She questioned the policy 

of the City Board of Education paying for several teachers to come for English classes 

and that it was difficult to manage their schedules and meet with them to discuss lessons 

because they only came on a certain day and time. She also felt that it would be better to 

have a more organized approach rather than changing teachers each year, so she wanted 

the Board of Education to hire a full-time native English teacher and said, “I don’t think 

it's the responsibility of the principal, but the city, the prefecture, or the country. If 

they’re all saying English is so important, then first of all, give us a full-time native 

English teacher” (Interview 2 Ms. Maehara August 1, 2017 2:43-3:22). 
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The third teacher also questioned the priorities of the City Board of Education, 

which was strongly urging teachers to conduct English lessons, even before it was 

officially a subject. The teacher complained that the school lacked sufficient equipment 

and hardware to do the 15-minute module lessons properly and bluntly said, “They say 

‘Do it! Do it!’ but the reality is that it’s difficult when we don’t have the equipment. If 

they want us to show videos then I want them to install some equipment” (Interview 2 

Ms. Hirano February 9, 2019, 13:48-14:09). 

These excerpts expose a possible flaw in the structure of education system 

regarding policy transmission, which added to the need for bricolage: there were not 

enough qualified personnel, in terms of elementary school foreign language education, 

at the meso level to provide more assistance to schools and their teachers. Many 

participants doubted the efficacy of the system to support and maintain improvements in 

the level of education when it has people in positions they are underqualified to do. This 

problem added to the need for bricolage because these individuals at the meso level 

were at times forced to improvise by offering advice to schools and conducting 

workshops on English education without fully understanding the contents and 

methodologies required. This deficiency in human resource management was a serious 

problem because it unnecessarily placed strain on the local Boards of Education and 

then they had difficulty supporting the schools and teachers in their areas. This problem 

needs to be addressed if MEXT wants to seek a more efficient way of revising the 

education system. 
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Dealing with Ambiguity 

All participants were forced to deal with ambiguity, which came in different 

forms and I have organized into three topics. The first topic was unclear policy 

borrowing and referencing, where the sources and rationale for adopting the new 

terminology that was used in the 2020 Course of Study was never elucidated. Closely 

related to that is the second topic, which was the challenges created by defining new 

terminology in the 2020 Course of Study. During policy creation several national-level 

MEXT advisors informed me of the difficulties they had defining and explaining new 

concepts and ideas in the 2020 Course of Study. 

At the school level, many of the teachers at the participating schools were 

confused by the new assessment framework and asked me many questions about the 

“three pillars” and what each term meant. They also asked for advice on how to assess 

gains in language learning. The third topic was that sudden MEXT policy 

announcements created confusion at the three participating schools. The first 

announcement was about the lesson time. MEXT suggested schools offer three 15-

minute modules instead of two 45-minute lessons because of the one extra hour that was 

added to the national curriculum. The second announcement was that MEXT would be 

creating specialized (senka 専科) English teachers for elementary schools. The timing of 

these announcements unnecessarily hampered policy dissemination by creating 

confusion at the schools, which added to the need for bricolage at the school level.  
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Unclear Policy Borrowing and Referencing 

Concerns about catching up with neighboring countries and policy referencing 

from various sources, without giving reasons why or acknowledging what sources were 

used created unnecessary ambiguity for stakeholders and contributed to the need for 

bricolage. This uncertainty was created because MEXT did not explain and justify 

policy changes, which is one of Dye’s (2013) six phases of public policy. This support 

and justification could have come if MEXT had explicitly referenced other international 

policies used to create the new assessment framework. Some of the more fundamental 

changes in the 2020 Course of Study, which I analyzed in Chapter 5, were not 

rationalized to the stakeholders. Furthermore, the processes of policy diffusion, which 

refers to transmitting policy changes to all stakeholders, and policy learning, which 

refers to the amount of understanding among the stakeholders situated across the 

education system (Cerna, 2013), were inadequate to allow for a smooth implementation 

of policy, especially in the early stages of the 2019-2020 academic year and when the 

policy official began in April 2020. 

Advisors at the national level expressed various views and opinions on policy 

referencing by MEXT and where the sources of emulation came from. In our second 

interview, Supervisor Kumagai at the Prefecture Education Training Center showed me 

the book entitled Four-dimensional education by Charles Fadel, Maya Bialik, and 

Bernie Trilling (2015) and the Japanese translation 「２１世紀の学習者と教育の４つの

次元」and stated that this book was very important to understanding the 2020 Course of 

Study. He then talked about the VUCA時代, how we live in a society that is volatile, 
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uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. The idea of society being uncertain, precarious, 

and unpredictable was mentioned in the preamble of the Foreign Language 

Activities/Foreign Languages Manual (解説：外国語活動・外国語編) and the other 

academic subject manuals analyzed in Chapter 5. In a separate interview with another 

MEXT advisor, Professor Fujimura recommended that I read OECD’s Education 2030 

because the 2020 Course of Study is based on those documents. However, in the 2020 

Course of Study documents, no outside sources were cited. Professor Mann spoke at 

length about the amount of information given to him and the other advisors when they 

started meeting. He explained that he received, “huge amounts of documents” that 

contained information about presentation and language skills, the “disappointment in 

language skills” and data on the amount of English being learnt in other Asian countries 

and “how Korea and China are doing better in TEOIC and TOEFL and things like that.” 

He also talked about the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR) and how that has been adopted by MEXT. He stated there was a “big shift now 

to using the CEFR determiners” and “pushing the kids up into B levels.” He also 

mentioned that the licensing requirements in his area for English now use TOEIC and 

CEFR terminology rather than the domestic Eiken terminology. He recognized the 

problem with borrowing polices that were designed to do one thing, but are being used 

to do something else. He expressed his concern this way: 

[Using] the Can-Do determiners, which is fine if you’re talking about 
things you can do in your daily life for an adult worker, but when you 
start to go down to elementary school levels of those Can-Do 
determiners, then you start getting schools producing Can-Do lists with 
things that are just not possible. Then somebody like Suzuki*-sensei and 
these guys from Tokyo Gaikokugo [University of Foreign Languages] 
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and their idea of what people can do at a certain level is going to be very 
different to what someone at your local [elementary] school thinks. So 
I’m not sure this CEFR thing is 100% good, but they’re going in that 
direction. It’s already been said and done regarding that. (Interview 1 
Professor Mann, February 16, 2021 16:21-18:02) (*Suzuki is a 
pseudonym) 

 

The concern about catching up with other countries in the region was confirmed by 

former MEXT advisor Fukuyama. He explained that the reason why the vocabulary 

goal in the elementary school English curriculum was set at about 600-700 words, that 

of the junior high curriculum was increased from 900 to 1200, and the goal for high 

school is now 3,000 words was because those are the same numbers of words that the 

Chinese government set for their English curricula. He said, “That’s the only reason. 

Trying to catch up with China.” He then pointed to a document and said, “It’s all 

written in here” and if Japan could catch up with China then, “the only thing left is to 

surpass them” (Interview 1 Fukuyama, February 1, 2018, 39:13-41:23). These excerpts 

demonstrate the importance of policy borrowing and referencing, especially at the 

national level of policy creation. From a theoretical standpoint on policy borrowing, this 

referencing supports Phillips (2004) claim that policy borrowing fits with open systems 

theory because the education system is influenced by the environment of the global 

trends in education, but also that local stakeholders have agency to manipulate global 

forces of education for local needs. However, if the sources and rationale are not 

transmitted to all stakeholders, then transmitting a new discourse with new ideas creates 

confusion at other levels. 
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Challenges Defining Terminology in a New Discourse on Education 

Policymakers and national-level advisors had difficulty defining new concepts 

and terminology in the 2020 Course of Study that needed to be explained to all 

stakeholders. One way of interpreting this development is that the new Course of Study 

introduced a new discourse on the aims and goals of education, which I addressed in 

Chapter 5. This new discourse was shaped by the Central Education Committee (CEC), 

which has tremendous power and influence on creating education policy content. Some 

insight into this process at the national level was provided by Chairperson Hasegawa. 

He stated that he was a member of the CEC from the start and that he was also the head 

of the English Foreign Language Education Committee. He explained that he would 

participate in the CEC discussions and bring those new ideas to the foreign language 

education committee to discuss and try to “connect those ideas” and “fit it in” the new 

English policy, which was how the people on the English Foreign Language Education 

Committee eventually “came up with the basic outline for how the new curriculum 

should be created” (Interview 1 Chairperson Hasegawa, February 20, 2018 8:19-9:02). 

Having the main points pre-determined beforehand was confirmed by Professor Mann, 

who said that it was not easy to take new abstract concepts and apply clear 

understandable definitions. He explained the situation as: 

Trying to take what the Central Committee have given you, then put that 
into understandable terminology, it was kind of a hard thing. And the 
main points like knowledge and ability, the splitting of knowledge and 
ability and the ability to think, make judgments, and express themselves, 
those three main pillars which were at the base of the Course of Study. 
These were things that had come down from above. 
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Then later he explained:  

And one thing with the Course of Study, we had trouble because the 
terminology was kind of set sideways and also we were trying to 
connect vertically because you have elementary, junior, and senior high 
school. And they tried to keep the layout and terminology very similar 
both ways and tried to fit it into that whole thing, which was really kind 
of hard with the terminology. For example, the mikata, kangaekata 
thing at the beginning, that is the same for every single subject, and how 
that is taken by people who maybe don’t understand it, it can be an issue 
if the language is too difficult. (Interview 1, Professor Mann, February 
16, 2021 23:16-24:14) 

 

MEXT advisors struggled to provide meaningful explanations of important concepts. 

According to Professor Mann, he and another advisor worried about the section on 

intonation and rhythm and that “he and I did discuss that several times outside of official 

meetings” because they both felt that classroom teachers cannot teach those aspects of 

English. When I asked him about the section in the 2020 Course of Study that had 

detailed lists of grammar points for teachers to know, he answered, “I was against the 

use of the term bunkozo, which sounded too much like grammar to me.” He said that the 

idea that elementary school students need to learn the language forms of English but that 

they are not supposed to formally teach grammar was “a dangerous area” to go near. He 

wondered if elementary school teachers could teach English so that students become 

aware of the forms without them being formally taught. Throughout our talk, the 

phrasing used in the 2020 Course of Study appeared to be a topic of concern for him 

because he used the word terminology 21 times. 

Working to produce practical definitions became a point of contention between 

MEXT advisors. Professor Mann mentioned several times that he had arguments with 
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other advisors regarding important expressions because they had differing 

understandings. He offered one example on different understandings about basic 

concepts, such as can read for elementary school students. He said that certain experts, 

who were university professors, assumed that if an elementary school student saw a 

word they would be able to read it. He said, “They had no idea that an elementary school 

student wouldn’t be able to look at a word and just read it because they have no 

classroom experience.” Again he mentioned that he felt that he had to “stand in for the 

elementary school teachers, who were trying to keep the level down” and bridge the gap 

between “the academics who were trying to push the level up.” He also mentioned 

getting into an argument with Chairperson Hasegawa over how to communicate these 

important concepts for assessing teaching and learning expressed in the Course of Study 

(Interview 1 Professor Mann, February 16, 2021 11:37-15:03). 

The difficulty advisors at the national level had defining key concepts and 

terminology was corroborated by Superintendent Kimura. She spoke at length about the 

difficulty they had using the same terminology across elementary, junior high school, 

and senior high school curricula for all subjects. She said that part of the new assessment 

framework was particularly difficult and took a long time to complete across all the 

subjects from elementary to high school. She talked about how complicated the process 

was and implicitly suggested that it was not a good idea. She explained that skills in 

other subject areas, such as “math skills” and “science skills” are very different from 

“skills” for foreign languages, where the focus is on teaching and learning a language 

compared to using language to express ideas and opinions in science class or social 
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studies. She was concerned that the use of the same terminology across all subjects and 

levels would create problems if Boards of Education supervisors and teachers misread or 

misunderstand the notion of “skills” in the elementary school English Course of Study. 

She stated, “if they don't properly understand it there will be a big misunderstanding and 

if they misread it, things could get messed up” (かちんと分かっていないとものすこく

誤解があって misreadingでめっちゃくちゃになる可能性がある) (Interview 1 

Superintendent Kimura, February 13, 2018 33:18-41:03). 

The new assessment framework was difficult to understand and created 

confusion among teachers at all three participating schools. In fact, the 2020 Course of 

Study forced elementary school teachers to implement two difficult tasks 

simultaneously. First, teachers were required to teach English as a subject and evaluate 

learning gains among their students. Compounding this challenge was the fact that they 

were expected to conduct that evaluation with a new assessment framework. In other 

words, teachers could not rely on their knowledge and familiarity of the old assessment 

guidelines when teaching and assessing English. This twofold challenge magnified the 

difficulties that teachers faced trying to teach English as a subject during the first year it 

was implemented. When I spoke with Supervisor Taniguchi from the Board of 

Education for Sawa Elementary School, he explained the difficulty teachers were 

experiencing with assessment. He thought that the teachers were having a much harder 

time with English assessment than before because instead of writing a simple 

explanatory sentence, they now had to give a numerical grade and they were not sure 

how to do it properly. He said that because it is a new subject, many teachers have not 
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comprehended the contents of the new textbooks and the new assessment framework. 

He stated that one of his projects is to plan a workshop for teachers to talk about how 

the evaluation has changed (Interview 1 Supervisor Taniguchi, January 29, 2021 3:15-

5:22). Even though Supervisor Taniguchi was speaking about teachers in his 

jurisdiction, his comments captured the situation at all three schools in this study. 

Since English became a new subject from April 2020, new textbooks from 

publishing companies were being used. Two years earlier MEXT had provided 

temporary supplementary textbooks titled We Can 1 and We Can 2 for Grades 5 and 6, 

respectfully. These textbooks were used as models for publishing companies to design 

their own textbooks, which the Boards of Education selected for the schools in their 

jurisdiction. This fact means teachers in the public elementary school system do not 

select which textbook they use in class, which is evidence of how the education system 

in Japan limits the agency of teachers, which is important from the standpoint of 

structure and agency in relationship to open systems theory. This fact was confirmed 

with every classroom teacher I spoke with. Thus, Grade 5 and 6 teachers did not have 

sufficient time to familiarize themselves with the new textbooks the Board of Education 

selected and several teachers had never used We Can 1 or We Can 2 previously because 

they were teaching other grades. Though MEXT brought out those teaching materials in 

2018, two years in advance, that timeframe proved to be insufficient to enable every 

teacher to gain experience with the new curriculum. The reason is Japan uses a teacher 

rotation system, which means at the beginning of each new academic year, teachers are 

assigned the grade they will teach. Therefore, during the two-year preparation time, a 
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teacher might have been a homeroom teacher in Grade 3 and then a homeroom teacher 

Grade 4, and was not required to teach English. Then from April 2020, that same 

teacher could be assigned to be a Grade 6 homeroom teacher and suddenly have to 

teach English as a subject. Furthermore, the MEXT textbooks were finished before the 

2020 Course of Study was completed, which implies that the contents of Grade 5 We 

Can 1 and Grade 6 We Can 2 did not match the new assessment framework. This issue 

was explained by Professor Mann, who professed: 

One of the biggest weaknesses of the Course of Study I think is that we 
weren’t thinking about evaluation while we were writing [the 
supplementary textbooks]. The whole evaluation thing came after and it 
was very late. The documents that the government came out with in 
February last year didn’t give textbook companies enough time to sort out 
their materials to support teachers. And I think if we thought a little bit 
more about evaluation when we were writing it, things might have been 
different. 

 

For clarification I asked if he was suggesting that the three new principles of skills and 

knowledge; ability to reason, think, and express; and cultivating an interest towards 

learning and humanity were late in being formulated and he answered “No, they were 

there from the start.” He then explained: 

But we didn’t actually sit down and discuss evaluation until everything 
was finished. Then when you sit down and think OK we have these three 
areas, but wait a minute, we have five different components [reading, 
writing, listening, speaking, and presentations] that need to be evaluated. 
So I think if we had thought a little more about how are we going to 
evaluate everything right from the very beginning, then I think things 
would have been written in a little clearer format. They always say to 
think about evaluation when you’re planning your classes, but we weren’t 
thinking about evaluation while we were planning the Course of Study. 
Perhaps doing that would have improved things. 
 (Interview 1 Professor Mann, February 16, 2021, 33:45-36:41) 
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Several factors created the need for policy implementation to be a form of bricolage. 

First, the two-year window proved to be insufficient to prepare teachers for the content 

of the curriculum. Second, the 2020 Course of Study introduced a fresh discourse on 

educational aims and goals that contained new concepts, such as the three principles of 

self-directed learning, interactive learning, and deep learning(主体的・対話的で深い学

びの実現に向けた授業改善と通して)and the new assessment standards of (a) skills and 

knowledge (知識及び技能), (b) abilities of reasoning, thinking, expression (思考力・判

断力・表現力), and (c) cultivating an interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向

かう力・人間性) that were difficult to define and comprehend. This development 

supports Phillips’ (2004) assertion that what is transferred and adopted is not 

educational practice, but the political discourses associated with it, and this adaption can 

cause confusion because the new discourse is open to interpretation. Third, the new 

assessment framework was created late, after the supplementary textbooks had already 

been created, and this delay did not afford textbook companies enough time to match 

the contents to the framework. Last, teachers could not select which textbooks to use so 

they were required to suddenly familiarize themselves to the contents. These points 

together made policy implementation a form of bricolage as Board of Education 

supervisors, school administrators, and teachers tried to make adjustments. 

 

Sudden Policy Announcements Created Confusion 

MEXT announcements regarding adding three 15-minute modules to cover the 

required extra lesson time and the possible creation of specialized elementary school 
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English teachers (senka 専科) produced confusion and placed strains on the local 

Boards of Education, principals, and teachers. One teacher at Sawa Elementary School 

explained that the school decided to use 15-20 minutes in the morning to teach the 15-

minute modules for English, but she wondered if it is possible for teachers to carry out a 

proper 15-minute lesson within that timeframe three times a week. Her concern was that 

the 15-minute modules required more preparation. She also noted that the textbook 

lessons were designed for two 45-minute lessons, so she thought that it was necessary to 

reevaluate how these module lessons should be conducted. She complained that the City 

Board of Education had not provided any support and each school in the city had made 

their own plans. Another teacher at Yama Elementary and Junior High School 

explained her difficulties being in charge of English (英語担当) was having to make 

decisions for all the teachers in her school about doing the 15-minute modules when she 

herself was not a homeroom teacher. She said: 

一つは、35 時間を確保するときの時間の使い方で、モジュールの授業を、

どういう形で取り入れるのか、もしくはいらないのかっていう判断がなか

なか自分が実際にやってないので、先生方にとってモジュールが本当に効

率が良いのか、それともまとまった 45 分の時間を確保していく方が良い

のかっていう判断が、自分で実感できない所が一つ壁になってるかなとい

う気がします。 
 
One is how to use the time to secure 35 lesson hours and how to 
incorporate the module lessons. It is really difficult to make the decision if 
we don’t need them or not because I’m not doing it. Are the modules really 
efficient for the teachers or is it better to secure the 45-minute lessons? It’s 
really hard for me to decide and I feel that is a problem I have to overcome.  

 

The principal at Mori Elementary School talked about how there was little information 

about how to conduct the 15-minute modules so schools and teachers had to figure this 
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out on their own. He explained that a lot of time was needed to create materials to use in 

these modules and the extra preparation time was hard on the teachers. However, he 

stated that he thought that the first year is the hardest and things will improve because 

more materials will have been made and teachers will have gained experience teaching 

English in 15-minute intervals. He summarized the situation with the phrase umi no 

kurushimi (生みの苦しみ), which can be translated into “experiencing birthing pains” 

and laughed. 

MEXT’s communication of creating specialized English teachers to replace 

regular classroom teachers created confusion at the schools. The frustration was 

expressed by Principal Sato at Sawa Elementary School, who stated: 

みんな頭痛い。だから、来年の校内人事も、それがどういう形で結果で

るかによってコロッと変わりますから。もうだって、本当に逆行してま

すからね。今まで文科省が色んなところで、英語の研究発表してきた所

行くたびに、小学校の先生は免許無いけどがんばってくださいって、教

科になるし、評価もせなあかんし、英語力、授業力身につけてください

ってずーっといままで言ってきてたのが、はい、英語専科つけますから

その人に全部させなさい。TTもだめっていうのはもう考えられへん。  
 
Everyone has a headache. That's why next year's school personnel will 
change depending on how this works out. It's really going backwards. Up 
to now, at every English research presentation I have attended and at 
many places MEXT has always said, “Elementary school teachers don’t 
have a license but please do your best. You are going to have to do 
assessments. Improve your English ability and your ability to teach 
foreign languages.” And they’ve been saying this from the beginning. 
Now, “we making specialized English teachers so have them do 
everything.” (Interview 2 Principal Sato, February 9, 2018 12:00-15:42) 

 

MEXT had been considering changing the way certain subjects would be taught in the 

upper elementary school grade levels. When I spoke with Senior Curriculum Specialist 

Wada from MEXT and questioned the timing of MEXT’s announcement and how it had 
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created confusion at the schools, she stated that the idea of having specialized English 

teachers for Grades 5 and 6 had been discussed in MEXT for a long time. She explained 

that MEXT thought that it would be better for the students if more subject-focused 

teachers were in those grade levels for subjects such as music, science, math, physical 

education, and English. She claimed that the announcement was a continuation of that 

discussion and said that nowhere in the Course of Study did it mention senka teachers. 

She said that with about 20,000 elementary schools nationwide, MEXT would need to 

add about that number of teachers. This goal would take years to accomplish so she 

suggested that schools and Boards of Education continue to focus on homeroom 

teachers conducting English lessons (Interview 1 Senior Curriculum Specialist Wada, 

February 19, 2018, 9:13-16:45).  

Superintendent Kimura confirmed these points and provided insight into the 

debate within MEXT. She thought that the timing of the announcement regarding senka 

teachers was not good and agreed that it had caused confusion at the schools. She also 

said that MEXT was divided (文科省の中も別れていると思いますよ) on the issue of 

specialized English teachers. She stated that some MEXT officials were promoting a 

more specialized teaching approach for foreign languages, especially now that it had 

become a subject that requires assessment. She spoke for about 10 minutes on this topic 

and explained that she thought that MEXT should not have rushed into making English 

a subject, but rather should have taken more time and promoted teacher development 

over the past 10 years. She thought that MEXT had implemented English in the wrong 

order and that they should have first decided who was going to teach foreign languages 
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in Grades 5 and 6 then announce that it will be a subject (Interview 1 Superintendent 

Kimura, February 13, 2018, 12:15-22:22). 

 

Summary of Chapter 6 

In this chapter I addressed the second research question concerning how the 

participants viewed their role and what challenges they encountered during the process 

of English language policy creation and transmission to the schools. I began by 

presenting the issues concerning the politics of policy creation. I explained how MEXT 

is held accountable by external restrictions placed on it by the Ministry of Finance and 

that affected policy creation. I presented excerpts about the internal political 

environment within MEXT and how certain issues of leadership led to competition for 

lesson time. I then discussed the discursive battles of policy transmission and how a 

lack of consensus among policymakers caused disagreements and limited the voice of 

some national-level participants. I scrutinized how the earlier communicative approach 

to EFL classes in the discourse of international understanding was declared problematic 

and how a more traditional approach to EFL pedagogy was adapted through the 

discourse of global competition. I examined how the whole process took on a form of 

bricolage and provided evidence that the new policy lacked a long-term strategy for 

implementing foreign language education into the national curriculum framework, and 

how it introduced a new discourse that caused confusion because the terminology 

associated with it was open to interpretation. I then examined how limited resources of 

time and funding affected the implementation of the new elementary school English 
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language program for the Boards of Education and the schools. Lastly, I addressed how 

the participants had to deal with certain levels of ambiguity from the macro-level of 

policy creation to the micro-level of schools. In the next chapter I examine how the 

2020 Course of Study was appropriated in classrooms at the three participating schools. 
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CHAPTER 7 

POLICY AS PRACTICE 

 

In this chapter I address the last research question, which concerns (a) how the 

three participating schools approached policy implementation; and (b) how close the 

teachers’ appropriation of EFL lessons corresponded with the principles in the 2020 

Course of Study. In order to answer this question, I drew on 17 months of field work 

between September 2018 to December 2021 at the three participating public schools. I 

analyzed interview data from participants at each school and the video-taped English 

lessons. The classroom observations enabled me to triangulate the data generated from 

the document analysis and the interviews in order to conduct an extensive examination 

of the data and achieve a comprehensive understanding of the 2020 EFL language 

policy and how it has been implemented in Japan’s public elementary school system. 

The classroom observations not only inform how English is being taught in elementary 

school classrooms, but also help appraise current education reforms and guide future 

reform initiatives to better support schools, teachers, and their students. 

As explained in Chapter 4, I observed 58 lessons at the three schools, which 

produced about 43.5 hours of recorded class time (See Appendix F for the list of 

classroom observations). In addition, I stated that my observation protocol was a 

modified version of the Observing Patterns of Adaptive Learning (OPAL) (Patrick et 

al., 1997), which consisted of seven components to record the contents of lessons: (a) 

lesson goals and target vocabulary; (b) type of language activity: targeted language 
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skill(s) (listening, speaking, reading, writing) and teacher-centered activity or student-

centered activity, with students working in groups, pairs, or individually; (c) language 

used by the teacher when introducing, explaining, and doing each activity; (d) time 

allotment of each activity; (e) materials and resources used, such as textbooks, large 

flashcards, or videos and other digital teaching materials; (f) scaffolding, which 

included teachers answering questions, or offering help for language understanding; 

and, (g) how the teachers assessed language learning, such as taking notes on student 

production and how the teacher moved around the classroom during activities to watch 

and listen to students work. This protocol was not a checklist of teacher work and 

behavior in classrooms; instead, I used it to record the important components of the 

subject matter, the language activities, and the dynamic situations of the classroom. I 

also documented student participation, noting whether it was a whole-class activity, 

teacher-selected participation, or if the students participated autonomously. 

Based on the research question, this chapter is divided into two parts. First, at 

the school level of this multiple case study, I analyze how the participating schools dealt 

with implementing the new academic subject of English as a foreign language. I then 

consider how policy was appropriated by teachers at the classroom level. The school 

curriculum, in terms of how it is practiced and appropriated in classrooms, is always 

evolving and thus a site of constant conflict because of the persistent state of education 

reform (e.g., Ball, 2012, 2017; Blommaert, 2006; Gibton, 2016; Johnson & Freeman, 

2010). I show how policy implementation was a form of bricolage at each school as 

administrators and teachers dealt with ambiguity and the sudden policy changes 
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described in Policy as Discourse in Chapter 6. l then demonstrate that the new EFL 

curriculum was a site of conflict over competing discourses and that the structure and 

mechanisms of control built into the education system challenged teacher agency and 

voice. I provide evidence illustrating that the discourse of global competition and 

sustained development, which advocates for English-only classes, has replaced the 

discourse of international understanding that promoted a multilingual approach to 

foreign language education. I also reveal that the processes of policy implementation 

did not always flow in one direction from macro to micro and that teachers used the 

preexisting sociocultural practices of the classroom, past experiences, their status and 

occupational power, along with their beliefs towards EFL education, to create a “space” 

to negotiate policy implementation (Bouchard, & Glasgow, 2019; Johnson & Johnson, 

2015; Menken & Garcia, 2010; Ng & Boucher-Yip, 2017). This analysis aligns with my 

conceptual framework of ethnography of language policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 

2007), which is based on the premise that educational language policy is multilayered, 

and extends from macro-level policy formation, to meso-level policy 

recontextualization, to micro-level practice. Lastly, I discuss how the discourse of 

expertise manifested in classroom practices and teacher work in the EFL classrooms. 

 

School-Level Approaches to Policy Implementation 

I divided the timeline of policy implementation into two stages. The first stage is 

Pre-implementation, which commenced in the 2017-2018 academic year when I first 

approached the schools, and continued to the end of the 2019-2020 academic year. The 
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second stage is titled Implementation, which begins at the start of the 2020-2021 

academic year, when English officially became a subject in the national curriculum, and 

finishes the following academic year of 2021-2022. Across these two stages, all three 

schools adapted different measures as they reacted to internal changes (e.g., 

transferences of principals and teachers) and external developments, such as using new 

course textbooks, policy amendments by local Boards of Education, MEXT 

announcements, and the hiring of specialized senka (専科) English teachers through the 

COVID-19 pandemic. I explore how these changes matched the conceptual framework 

of open systems theory where organizations, such as the participating schools, are goal-

orientated, open to change from their surroundings, and heterogeneous (Hatch, 2013; 

Luhmann, 2002/2013; Ritzer, 2011). I begin this half of the chapter by defining the 

three methods used at the schools and the type of teachers (classroom, tantō, and senka) 

in each approach. I then describe the background of each school’s EFL approach and 

explain how their programs evolved across the timeframe of data collection. I explain 

how continuity at each school was not sustainable, with each school adjusting their 

approach as policy was diffused through top-down national-level MEXT 

announcements, influenced by directives from local Boards of Education, and altered by 

internal developments in the schools. 

 

Defining the Types of English Teachers  

During this study, three types of elementary school English teachers emerged 

and conducted lessons: (a) regular homeroom teachers (学級担任 gakkyū tan'nin), (b) 
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tantō (担当), and (c) senka (専科) teachers. Each type represents a different approach to 

conducting EFL lessons at the elementary school level. In this study I define a 

homeroom teacher as a regular non-specialist (e.g., music) classroom teacher, who 

typically teaches all subjects and all grades. They are assigned to a particular group of 

students (e.g., class 3) in a given year group (e.g., Grade 5), which in Japanese is 

gakunen (学年). These teachers are in charge of their classroom and those particular 

students (e.g., Grade 5, class 3), and they teach approximately 5 to 6 lessons each day, 

five days a week. They also work collaboratively throughout the entire academic year 

with the other teachers in the same grade planning lessons, field trips, and other school 

events, such as sports day and the music festival. In terms of elementary school English 

education in Japan, they are not specialized EFL teachers, as in junior and senior high 

schools. The second type of teacher, the tantō English teacher, is one of the homeroom 

teachers for the grade. The tantō English approach differs from the homeroom teacher 

approach in that in the tantō system only one teacher teaches English to all the classes 

for that grade. This means the tantō English teacher knows both the students in their 

class and all other students in the grade. In addition, the students are familiar with that 

teacher because that teacher is also involved in working with the entire grade on 

activities such as school festivals and field trips. Moreover, the teacher sometimes acts 

as a substitute teacher for classes in the gakunen (学年), spends time playing or chatting 

with students during breaks, and might be involved in disciplinary matters. This 

network enables the tantō English teacher to build and maintain a strong relationship 
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and rapport with the students in their English lessons, even if they are not the 

homeroom teacher of a given class. 

The third type of teacher identified in the schools was this senka English 

teacher. Most senka teachers work part-time at the school because they are assigned to 

two or three elementary schools in the city and they only teach English. This difference 

in their role in the school sets the senka approach apart from the homeroom teacher 

approach and tantō approach. Senka teachers are required by the local Boards of 

Education to have a junior or senior high school English teaching license. Homeroom 

teachers or tantō teachers might also have their English teaching license (e.g., Ms. 

Maehara in Chapter 6). One possible advantage of using a tantō or senka teacher is that 

they can better ensure that all the classes in the same grade are receiving similar lessons 

because the same teacher conducts the lessons. However, from my observations, that 

did not occur with each class. One possible disadvantage of the senka teacher is that 

they are not as familiar with the students and teachers as the homeroom teacher or tantō 

teachers. In addition, there are different types of senka teachers with some teachers 

coming from the elementary school system, as in the senka teachers at Mori Elementary 

School and Yama Elementary and Junior High School described below. However, other 

English senka teachers come from junior high school or even senior high school, such 

as the senka teacher at Sawa Elementary School. This development means that junior or 

senior high school English teachers conduct lessons at the elementary school level. 

These teachers might not be as familiar with elementary school education and creating 

age-appropriate materials and activities. Concern was expressed by MEXT officials and 
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other national level policymakers, such as Superintendent Kimura, that these teachers 

would use a teaching methodology similar to grammar-translation, which is used at 

junior and senior high schools. Regardless of this concern, using senka teachers was 

introduced for two reasons. As mentioned in Policy as Discourse (Chapter 6), one 

reason was that MEXT thought these “specialized” teachers could provide better 

English instruction for the upper grades. The second reason was they would reduce the 

number to teaching hours for homeroom teachers, enabling them to do other work while 

the senka teachers conducted English lessons. Table 7 is a summary of the three types 

of English teachers in this study and their features based on classroom observations. 

 

Table 7. Types of English Teachers 
Type Homeroom teacher Tantō teacher Senka teacher 

Japanese 学級担任 gakkyū tan'nin 担当 tantō 専科 senka 

Main 
features 

Teaches only their class of 
students 

Teaches all the 
classes in the same 
grade 

Teaches all the 
classes in the same 
grade 

 Full-time teacher at school Full-time teacher at 
school 

Part-time teacher at 
school 

 Possibly has an English 
teaching license 

Possibly has an 
English teaching 
license 

Must have an 
English teaching 
license 

 Possibly no experience 
teaching EFL lessons 

Has some 
experience 
teaching EFL 
lessons 

Experienced 
English teacher, but 
possibly with no 
elementary school 
experience. 

 Various levels of English 
proficiency 

Various levels of 
English proficiency 

Demonstrated a 
certain level of 
English oral 
proficiency 
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EFL Program Modifications 

The pedagogical approaches towards English lessons taken by the three 

participating schools evolved over time. Some of these changes were expected, such as 

increasing the lesson time from one to two lessons per week, introducing the MEXT-

provided supplementary textbooks from in April 2018 until March 2020, and using new 

textbooks from April 2020. However, other changes were abrupt and were caused by 

MEXT announcements, policy directives from the City Board of Education, and 

teachers making decisions with the support of the school principal. 

The three schools had similar English programs when I first approached them in 

the 2017-2018 academic year and started preliminary meetings and data collection. This 

was during the pre-implementation stage, and at that time, foreign language activities in 

Grades 5 and 6 at all three schools were conducted by individual classroom teachers and 

consisted of one weekly 45-minute lesson. This approach adhered to the mandates of 

the previous 2011 Course of Study. Additionally, all three schools were providing 

English lessons in Grades 1-4. According to teachers from Sawa Elementary School and 

Mori Elementary School, those schools were conducting about 8-10 English lessons a 

year in Grades 1and 2 using surplus lesson time (yojō no jikan余剰の時間) from other 

subject areas, such as Life Sciences (seikatsuka 生活科) and Special Activities 

(tokubetsu katsudō 特別活動). Under the heading of “international understanding,” the 

schools also used lesson time from the Period of Integrated Studies (sōgō-tekina 

katsudō 総合的な活動) to provide about 20-25 lessons in Grades 3-4. Yama Elementary 

and Junior High School had a more fixed EFL program. In the 2017-2018 academic 
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year, they were conducting weekly 20-minute lessons in Grades 1 and 2 by using 

surplus lesson time (yojō no jikan余剰の時間) from other subject areas. Grades 3 

through 6 were conducting one weekly 45-minute lesson totaling 35 lessons per year for 

each grade. Furthermore, the school had already begun piloting the three 15-minute 

modules in Grades 5 and 6. Table 8 provides an outline of the number of English 

lessons at each school and grade level when this study commenced. 

 

Table 8. Number of English Lessons During the 2017-2018 Academic Year 
 

Grade 
Sawa Elementary 

School 
Mori Elementary 

School 
Yama Elementary & 
Junior High School 

Grades 5-6 35 lessons/year 35 lessons/year 35 lessons/year 
Grades 3-4 20-25 lessons/year 20-25 lessons/year 35 lessons/year 
Grades 1-2 8-10 lessons/year 8-10 lessons/year 35 lessons (20 

min.)/year 
 

In March of 2018, MEXT released the new 2020 Course of Study documents 

and provided all public elementary schools with supplementary English textbooks. The 

new policy would not come into effect until April 2020, granting Boards of Education 

and schools a two-year preparation period. As explained earlier, the 2020 Course of 

Study lowered the starting age of Foreign Language Activities (English) from Grade 5 

to Grade 3. It also established Foreign Languages (English) as an academic subject in 

Grades 5 and 6 and increased the lesson hours for the upper grades from one to two 

lessons per week; however, the number of lessons in the national curriculum was not 

adjusted to meet this new goal. To adjust and prepare for these upcoming changes, all 

three schools increased the lesson time for Grades 5 and 6 at the start of the 2018-2019 
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academic year. Below is a summary of each school’s approach to implementing the 

national EFL curriculum into their programs across the four years of data collection 

from April 2018 until March 2022. The summary is based on interviews and 

observations from this ethnography of language policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; 

Hult & Johnson, 2015; Johnson, 2009a, 2013b). 

 

Sawa Elementary School 

Sawa Elementary School had been struggling to improve its EFL program 

during the 2017-2018 academic year. The principal at that time, Principal Sato, had 

been promoting the importance of EFL lessons at the school in order to improve the 

quality of the teaching and thus had appointed three teachers to be in charge of the 

school’s EFL program. In all my years of visiting elementary schools, I had never been 

to a school that had three supervisors, one for Grades 1and 2, another for the middle 

years of Grades 3 and 4, and another for the upper grades. Though the intention of 

training three teachers was good in theory, in practical terms it created confusion and 

tension between the three supervisors, which I presented in Chapter 6. In addition, when 

I spoke to a Grade 4 homeroom teacher, she expressed her frustrations with how the 

school was doing things, stating that there were too many opinions about what to do and 

she did not know who to listen to (Interview 1 Katada February 9, 2018 6:28-8:05). 

Sawa Elementary School changed its approach to English education four times. 

Some of these changes might have been caused by administrative changes because the 

principal changed every two years. Principal Sato, who was strongly promoting English 
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at the school became the city’s Superintendent of Education in April 2019. A new 

principal arrived, but this person did not emphasize English and took a more hands-off 

approach. In April 2021, another new principal transferred to the school. I now explain 

these changes. 

Throughout the pre-implementation stage, individual classroom teachers at 

Sawa Elementary School conducted English lessons. From April 2018 the school 

increased the number of English lessons for Grades 5 and 6 to twice a week by 

implementing the three 15-minute modules. The school tried the 15-minute modules 

lessons for one year, but abandoned them because several teachers said that these 

modules required too much preparation and they questioned the effectiveness of the 

approach. The school decided to conduct two 45-minute lessons beginning in the 2019-

2020 academic year. 

At the beginning of the following academic year in April 2020, the teachers in 

Grades 5 and 6 decided to implement a tantō system for English. The Grade 5 English 

tantō teacher explained to me how the school decided to change their approach. She 

described that early in April of 2020, the year English officially became a subject, she 

thought it would be better if she and the other Grade 5 teacher could divide some of 

their work. She had several reasons for suggesting introducing the tantō system. First, 

she had been one of the three earlier supervisors for English so preparing lessons would 

be easy for her. Second, she had obtained her junior high school English license when 

she was a university student and thought that would be an advantage now that English 

was an academic subject. Third, over the years she had developed bad knees, which 
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caused trouble for her when teaching physical education. Because her co-worker was a 

young male teacher, she thought that it would be better if they could implement the 

tantō system whereby she would teach English to both classes and the other teacher 

would teach PE. She discussed this with the other teacher, who was a younger and less 

experienced teacher, and he agreed. They took their plan to the principal who agreed to 

allow them to do it. The principal explained this change to the other teachers and the 

Grade 6 teachers in a staff meeting also decided to adopt the same strategy (Interview 3 

Maehara December 4, 2020 1:54-5:51). 

Commencing in the 2021-2022 academic year, Sawa Elementary School 

changed their approach again and began using a senka teacher as the primary instructor 

for Grades 5 and 6 English. The City Superintendent of Education, who was the 

previous principal at Sawa Elementary School, (Principal Sato from Chapter 6) 

transferred the principal. Rather than continuing with the tantō approach developed by 

the teachers themselves, the new principal arrived to oversee the senka system. Despite 

the fact that Ms. Maehara had many years’ experience teaching English, had an English 

license, and wanted to teach English, she was replaced by an outside senka teacher, a 

former high school English teacher who was employed by the Prefectural Board of 

Education. Though teachers had a certain degree of agency to implement changes in 

their classroom or even at the school level, as Ms. Maehara did with initiating the tantō 

system in her school, those adjustments could not be sustained and lead to long-term 

reforms in the system even at the school level. This is an example of how the 

authoritative hierarchy of the education system affects the autonomy of school 
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administrators and teachers, which supports this study’s conceptual framework of open 

systems theory. 

Even though Sawa Elementary School replaced classroom teachers with a senka 

teacher, they installed a hybrid approach with the senka teacher team-teaching with both 

English tantō teachers in Grade 5 and 6. One purpose of utilizing a senka teacher was to 

lessen the burden on classroom teachers by providing them with a free period to do 

other work. However, maintaining the tantō system with a senka teacher first appeared 

to me to be a waste of financial resources, in that they were paying two teachers to 

conduct the lesson. When I observed the lessons in the second term, the former Grade 5 

English tantō teacher only participated in his class’s English lesson and not the others. 

After the lesson, we sat down and he explained his frustration that the principal had 

asked him not to attend the other English lessons, even though he wanted to participate 

and help. In other words, the Grade 5 teachers were instructed by the principal to stop 

the tantō approach. Later, the principal explained to me that one of the Grade 5 

classroom teachers had been having troubles with his students, so the school had to 

make adjustments, such as reducing the number of students in that class. The principal 

was concerned that continuing to use a tantō system, which shares responsibility across 

teachers, was too much of a burden for that classroom teacher, so he asked them to stop 

(Interview 1 Principal Nakayama November 22, 2021 16:43-18:50). However, the 

senka teacher continued to team-teach with the Grade 6 English tantō teacher. This 

example illustrates the fluid environment of schools and how the theme of bricolage 
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manifests in schools as administrators and teachers needed to adjust and make ad lib 

changes when problems arose. 

 

Mori Elementary School 

Among the schools under the guidance of the local City Board of Education, 

Mori Elementary School was looked upon as an exemplary model for elementary school 

English. This school had been one of six pilot schools that participated in an action-

research group formed by the City Board of Education to start planning for changes to 

the elementary school English curriculum during the 2016-2017 academic year. The 

purpose of this action-research group was for the teachers at those schools to consider 

pedagogical topics, such as how to design lessons for learners in Grades 1 and 2, what 

the new lesson plans for Grades 3 and 4 might look like, how to teach reading and 

writing, and consider assessments in the upper grades. The teacher in charge of the EFL 

program at each pilot school attended meetings to report on what their school was doing 

and exchange ideas. One school provided an observation lesson for any teacher in the 

city to attend each semester. Though that working group had stopped by the time I first 

visited the school in 2017-2018, according to the principal and the teacher supervising 

the EFL program, that experience had enabled Mori Elementary School to develop a 

sound EFL program (Interview 1 Suematsu, July 14, 2017 1:15-4:28). 

The biggest challenge for the school during the 2018-2019 academic year was 

successfully implementing the 15-minute modules. The teacher who supervised the EFL 

program, Ms. Suematsu, remained in charge because the principal wanted to have the 
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same teacher oversee developing lesson plans and curriculum for these new 15-minute 

modules. However, putting policy into action was not easy. One Grade 6 teacher 

summarized the early challenges the school faced when they initially added these extra 

lessons. She explained that in April 2018 all three Grade 6 teachers decided to divide 

the work amongst them, with one teacher in charge of Japanese, one in charge of math, 

and another in charge of English. Each teacher oversaw the lesson plans for those 

subjects. She said that they were all very busy, but that the teacher in charge of English 

had been having trouble so they were sometimes given the English lesson plan late or 

on the morning of the day they taught. She found this was difficult because she did not 

have any previous experience teaching English. She stated that she could not make the 

lesson plans for the 15-minute modules on her own and did not want to do something 

different from her colleagues. She explained that teaching the new module lessons was 

very difficult and that she did not like doing them first thing in the morning. She 

confided that sometimes she could not do the entire lesson in the allotted 15 minutes 

and would then lie to her colleagues and claim that she had done it. When asked why 

she had not changed the schedule to best suit her needs, she explained that as a group 

they could not decide where to add the extra time, so the entire staff had a meeting and 

decided that Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday mornings before first period was the best 

time to add the new 15-minute module lessons. Because the Grade 5 and 6 timetables 

were integrated with the other teachers’ schedules and access to facilities (e.g., which 

grades can use the gym or playground for PE), she had to follow that schedule and 

could not change the time (Interview 1 Ms. Isotani April 23, 2018 1:18-5:55). 
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Compared to the other two schools, Mori Elementary School’s EFL program 

remained the most consistent throughout the stages of policy implementation. There 

were minor changes to the staff each year, but this occurred at all three schools because 

of the teacher rotation system used in Japan’s public school system. The only 

modification that the principal at Mori Elementary School implemented at the 

beginning of the 2019-2020 academic year was to change the teacher who supervised 

the EFL program. The principal explained that the earlier challenges of planning the 

new 15-minute modules the year before (2018-2019) had been sufficiently addressed 

and he thought that it was important to provide opportunities for other teachers to gain 

experience overseeing the schedule and attending meetings and workshops concerning 

English education. Other than the school principal changing in April 2020, the structure 

of this school’s English program remained consistent. Each homeroom teacher in 

Grades 5 and 6 taught one 45-minute lesson plus three 15-minute modules in the last 

year of the pre-implementation stage (2019-2020) and in the first year of official 

implementation (2020-2021). 

However, a fundamental change to the school’s EFL program occurred at the 

beginning of the 2021-2022 academic year. The City Board of Education had created a 

new position of specialized senka English teachers to teach EFL classes in most of the 

city’s 32 public elementary schools. For the past 10 years the regular homeroom 

teachers at Mori Elementary School had taught English to their own class, but that 

ended in April 2021. Beginning in the 2021 academic year, a specialized senka teacher 

taught the 45-minute lesson with the homeroom teacher conducting the three 15-minute 
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modules in the morning. This policy change was a directive from the City Board of 

Education designed to decrease the workload of teachers. Another possible 

interpretation of this development is that the local City Board of Education wanted to 

use the senka system to centralize the EFL program across the city. One noteworthy 

point was that the senka teacher for Mori Elementary School was Ms. Suematsu, who 

had been a homeroom teacher at Mori Elementary School for the past 6 years and was 

the same teacher who was the EFL supervisor when I first came to the school. She 

explained that at the end of the 2020-2021 academic year, she was expecting to be 

transferred when the principal approached her with two options, (a) become a senka 

English teacher for the city and then continue to teach English at Mori Elementary 

School and one other school, or (b) remain a homeroom teacher, but she would then be 

transferred to another school. Because she met the requirement of having a junior high 

school English teaching license and enjoyed teaching English, she decided to be a senka 

English teacher (Interview 2 Suematsu, November 19, 2021 1:08-1:57). 

Organizing a collaborative plan to ensure that the material was taught and 

sustaining that plan each week between the homeroom teacher, who teaches the 

modules, and the senka teacher was a constant challenge. This senka teacher, Ms. 

Suematsu, started teaching English at two schools, Mori Elementary School and one 

other school in the city at the beginning of the 2021 academic year. She was teaching 24 

lessons each week, 12 lessons each at both schools. However, she was only at the other 

school two days a week meaning she taught all six periods, so there was no free time to 

meet with the other homeroom teachers. She thought that rather than having the 
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homeroom teachers do the three 15-minute modules, it would be better if the schools 

conducted two 45-minute lessons and left everything to the senka teachers. She felt that 

because Mori Elementary School had started teaching the modules at least one year 

earlier than the other school, the teachers at Mori were more experienced and could 

complete the contents better than the teachers at her new school. Splitting duties 

between the senka teachers and homeroom teachers also created challenges for 

assessment. She explained that because most of the paper tests and performances took 

place in the 45-minute lesson with the senka teacher, sometimes the homeroom teacher 

had to attend the English lesson to help, especially when the students were giving 

presentations because there were too many students for one teacher to evaluate each 

performance (Interview 2 Ms. Suematsu, November 19, 2021 2:52-7:12). This example 

demonstrates how schools and teachers still needed to make adjustments and that the 

theme of bricolage was continuing into the second year of policy implementation. 

 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School 

As the name suggests, Yama Elementary and Junior High School is a school 

comprised of students from Grades 1 through to Grade 9; thus, the school’s teaching 

staff consisted of elementary and junior high school teachers. In terms of foreign 

language education, it had licensed junior high school English teachers working in the 

same building, which meant that it had more options in deciding who would teach 

English for Grades 5 and 6. Yama Elementary and Junior High School only opened in 

2015, when three small older elementary schools merged with one junior high school. 



 287 

Another unique feature of this school was that any child living in the city, regardless of 

the school district they were in, could attend this school. Therefore, as part of the 

school’s promotion to attract students from across the city, the school offered English 

education from Grade 1. 

When I approached the school to ask if they would participate in this study, I 

spoke with the teacher who was in charge of the English program. She told me that her 

job for the past two years had been overseeing curriculum development of their English 

program and she was not a regular homeroom teacher. The school was conducting 

weekly English lessons in all the grades, but the lessons in Grades 1 and 2 were only 

20-minutes long. Because English language education is not offered to those grades in 

the national curriculum, the teachers in those grades would officially use surplus lesson 

time (yojō no jikan余剰の時間) from other subjects, such as Life Sciences (seikatsuka 

生活科), Special Activities (tokubetsu katsudō 特別活動), or music to provide English 

lessons. Grade 3 to Grade 6 were conducting weekly 45-minute English lessons in the 

Period of Integrated Studies (sōgō-tekina jikan総合的な時間). Though the elementary 

school teachers had been working hard to improve their English program, she 

complained that the school principal and the junior high school English teachers had 

shown no interest in the English lessons. She explained that she had organized several 

workshops throughout the year for elementary school teachers, and though the junior 

high school English teachers were invited and the school principal was expected to 

attend, neither of them attended (Interview 1 Ms. Azuma February 5, 2018 0:18-5:23).  



 288 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School changed their English program from 

April 2018. A new school principal arrived, and a different teacher became the 

supervisor of the English language program because the previous teacher, Ms. Azuma, 

left to attend graduate school. Another notable development was that the junior high 

school English teachers started to team-teach with the homeroom teachers during the 

45-minute English lessons. In an interview with the new supervisor of English, Ms. 

Murata, she explained that the vice-principal had decided to make her the supervisor 

because the principal was new. She described how surprised she was when the vice-

principal asked her to do it because she was only starting her fourth year at the school, 

did not speak English, had never been abroad, and did not know how to teach foreign 

languages. She insisted that this change made it difficult because the previous teacher 

(Ms. Azuma) had done a remarkable job creating the curriculum and preparing the 

teachers. She explained that her role now was more dealing with the schedule for the 

assistant language teacher and being the school’s contact for the City’s Board of 

Education. She mentioned that because she was also a Grade 2 homeroom teacher that 

she was very busy and did not have time to check if the other teachers were doing 

English lessons properly or not (Interview 1 Ms. Murata November 6, 2018 3:35-7:49). 

Extra challenges for the teachers at Yama Elementary School were caused by 

directives from the City Board of Education regarding the English curriculum. The City 

Board of Education made educational language videos and had directed all the schools 

in the city to use them during the 15-minute modules. Story books were also provided. 

These materials from the City Board of Education helped supplement lessons for 
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Grades 1 through 6. The City Board of Education also provided a list of when to use 

which videos, but she and Ms. Azuma sat down at the end of previous academic year 

and decided that the prescribed order would not be very effective, so they ignored what 

the Board of Education had recommended. Though the teachers thought that they could 

change the order of the videos, they were still required to use the videos and could not 

simply ignore them. Furthermore, the directives from the City Board of Education also 

ordered the schools not count this lesson time as part of the two lesson hours specified 

in the 2020 Course of Study. This meant that the City Board of Education directed the 

teachers in the city to do two curriculums. The Grade 5 and 6 teachers at this school 

were teaching two 45-minute lessons and using time at lunch to fit in the three 15-

minute modules mandated by the City Board of Education. The school had decided to 

reduce the lunchtime recess for students by 15 minutes three days a week in order to 

find the extra time. When I asked her how the other teachers felt, she stated that many 

teachers complained and found it to be annoying, a nuisance, and too much unnecessary 

extra work. Basically, the teachers were doing it because they were directed to do it, not 

because they wanted to or thought it was a good idea. She explained that the problem 

was not that the level was too difficult, but using these materials was asking the teachers 

to do even more work because they had to manage two curriculums, one from MEXT 

and another from the City Board of Education. Because she was in charge of English, it 

was her responsibility to ensure that every teacher was using the videos in the 15-

minute modules, but she could not do that as well when she also had to show the videos 

to her own class (Interview 1 Ms. Murata November 6, 2018 10:40-18:45). 
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Yama Elementary and Junior High School eventually took advantage of having 

licensed junior high school English teachers on staff. In the 2019-2020 academic year, 

the school’s junior high school teachers finally joined a few Grades 5 and 6 English 

classes. Then beginning in April of 2020, one junior high school English teacher team-

taught with the homeroom teacher for one of the two 45-minute lessons. This meant one 

junior high school English teacher taught Grade 5 with the homeroom teachers and 

another junior high school English teacher taught once a week with the Grade 6 

homeroom teachers. When I first observed this approach in the second term 

(September-December), both junior high school English teachers were the main teacher 

(T1) with the homeroom teacher taking a lower position in the power-sharing dynamic 

as an assistant teacher (T2) (Miyazato, 2006, 2009). However, in the third semester the 

roles had switched and both Grade 6 homeroom teachers took the T1 position with the 

junior high school English teacher taking the assistant role. After the lessons I briefly 

spoke with all three teachers, and the junior high school English teacher explained that 

the original plan was for her to take the lead and be a “role model” for the homeroom 

teachers and eventually allow each homeroom teacher to become the main teacher. That 

was supposed to have been completed between the first and second terms, but because 

the Covid-19 pandemic had shut down the schools at the beginning of the 2019 

academic year, the transition took longer. When I spoke to both homeroom teachers 

separately, they both mentioned that after watching the junior high school English 

teacher conduct lessons for about half a year, they had a better sense how to teach 

English. Both stated that they had confidence trying because the junior high school 
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English teacher was in the classroom and they trusted that she would help them and step 

in if they had any trouble. Both teachers also mentioned having the junior high school 

English teacher present was a big aid in assessing student performance. 

I found a similar approach to team-teaching in Grade 5. In the third term, one of 

the Grade 5 homeroom teachers took the lead in class (T1) and conducted the lessons 

with the junior high school English teacher present but who did not directly teach any of 

the lesson. I witnessed the homeroom teacher approach the junior high school English 

teacher and quietly ask for confirmation about something in the textbook, but they never 

team-taught or demonstrated anything together for the students. In the other Grade 5 

class, the homeroom teacher was more than happy to allow the junior high school 

English teacher to remain the main (T1) instructor. The homeroom teacher just sat near 

the front of the room and helped man the computer to change pages from the digital 

textbook. He repeated along with the students when they reviewed words or phrases and 

sometimes walked around the classroom to ensure that certain students were doing fine. 

This approach continued until end of the 2020-2021 academic year. 

At the beginning of the 2021-2022 academic year, the system changed again and 

the school added one senka teacher to Grades 5 and 6. This approach necessitated that 

the school would sometimes have three teachers in one lesson, the homeroom teacher, 

the senka English teacher, and one junior high school English teacher. Sometimes the 

ALT would be present and there would be four teachers for one lesson. The rationale 

for this change was explained to me by the senka teacher. She said that the idea of 

having a senka teacher was to provide relief for the homeroom teachers by giving them 
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a period off to do other work. Depending upon the homeroom teacher, sometimes they 

stayed with their students and participated in English class, but sometimes they left to 

do other work. I once witnessed one Grade 5 homeroom teacher sitting at their desk at 

the front of the room marking notebooks while the senka teacher, ALT, and the junior 

high school English teacher conducted the English lesson. However, at this school, the 

senka teacher was not a part-time English teacher as at Sawa Elementary and Mori 

Elementary Schools, but a full-time teacher. This senka teacher was teaching English 

and another subject for Grade 5, plus sometimes helping with the Grade 6 English 

classes. She explained that she could not attend all the Grade 6 English lessons because 

of conflicts between her and the Grade 6 teachers’ schedules. For this reason, the 

approach the school was taking was not uniform across Grades 5 and 6. When I asked 

her who decided this method, she clarified that the principal asked her to help cover 

lessons in Grades 5 and 6, but it would be up to the homeroom teachers in those year 

groups to decide which subjects she would teach. After talking with the other teachers 

in each gakunen, they decided that she would teach music in both grades and assist with 

English, math, plus arts and crafts. She explained that the Grade 5 homeroom teachers 

said that they would be happy if she could teach the English classes (やってくれたらあ

りがたいです), but the Grade 6 teachers wanted to teach English. The previous year she 

had worked with students with special needs, so she also helped with math class 

because Grades 5 and 6 divided the students by ability for math class and she focused 

on the students who were struggling with math (Interview 1 Ms. Taguchi June 11, 2021 

2:05-7:11). These facts demonstrate this school’s willingness to use the human 
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resources available to them to address pedagogical issues. The resourcefulness of 

combining whatever materials, objects, ideas, or any other resource and applying them 

to solve problems is what Lévi-Strauss (1962/1966) referred to as bricolage. The 

bricoleur is a person who does such a thing, which is represented in the role of Ms. 

Taguchi at Yama Elementary and Junior High School. 

So far, I have introduced the approaches the three participating schools utilized 

during the data collection period. The timeframe of data collection covered the pre-

implementation stage from 2017 until March of 2020, the first year of implementation 

(2020-2021), and the second year of implementation during the 2021-2022 academic 

year. Some of the changes, such as increasing the lesson time, were anticipated, while 

others were sudden, particular to the external environment or the internal situation of 

the schools. For example, the local Boards of Education and school administrators 

struggled with supplementary policies, such as the Ministry of Finance’s plan to 

promote changes to teachers’ work hours, even though MEXT increased the number of 

lesson hours in the national curriculum. I presented the participants’ comments and their 

difficulties with these changes in Chapter 6. Understanding these developments helps 

contextualize the changes in the schools’ approach to moving away from homeroom 

teachers conducting English lessons to employing a senka teacher for English. 

A summary of the approaches at the three schools is presented in Table 9. I 

presented Sawa Elementary School first because it was the school with the shortest 

history of conducting English lessons, while the other two schools had previous 

experience developing their EFL programs. Yama Elementary and Junior High School 
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was distinct because it had students and teachers from Grades 1 through 9 with multiple 

licensed junior high school English teachers on staff. In Table 9, the two schools on the 

left were late adapters, whereas Yama Elementary and Junior High School was an 

earlier adapter of the 15-minute modules. Furthermore, Sawa Elementary School 

abandoned having a teacher supervisor for their EFL program in the first year of 

implementation, while the other schools retained that position. More importantly, all 

three schools adapted the senka teacher approach in the second year of implementation; 

however, each school applied that position differently depending upon the external 

(e.g., Board of Education directives) and internal environments (e.g., amount of teacher 

autonomy and principal directives) at the school. Mori Elementary School was the only 

school that maintained the same approach for both Grades 5 and Grade 6. Sawa 

Elementary School and Yama Elementary and Junior High School both took a more 

eclectic or bricolage approach. From a theoretical standpoint, this fits with the 

conceptual framework of open systems theory, with each school an independent 

organization that is influenced by the external environment and internal developments, 

yet with a certain level of autonomy to make adjustments. This point illustrates how the 

processes of achieving policy implementation at the school level involved a series of 

continuous adjustments and were not straightforward or problem-free because schools 

are complex environments (Ball, 2012; Hatch, 2013). 

 Through this description, I have demonstrated that policy implementation was a 

complex and difficult process for the school administrators and teachers, even in the 

second year of official implementation. The eclectic approaches adopted by the schools 
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Table 9. Summary of Each Participating School’s EFL Program  

Policy Stage Sawa Mori Yama 
Pre-implementation 

2017-2018 

Each HRT conducts 
lesson (1/week); Three 
teachers supervise the 
EFL program 

Each HRT conducts 
lesson (1/week); One 
teacher supervises the 
EFL program 

Each HRT conducts 
lesson (1/week) plus 3 
15-minute modules; 
One teacher 
supervises the EFL 
program 

Pre-implementation 

2018-2019 

Three 15-minute 
modules start; each 
HRT conducts lesson 
and modules; Three 
teachers supervise the 
EFL program 

Three 15-minute 
modules start; each 
HRT conducts lesson 
and modules; One 
teacher supervises the 
EFL program 

Two lessons/week 
plus modules taught 
by HRT; one lesson is 
conducted with JHET; 
One teacher 
supervises the EFL 
program 

Pre-implementation 

2019-2020 

Each HRT conducts 
two 45-minute 
lessons; Three 
teachers supervise the 
EFL program 

Each HRT conducts 
lessons and modules; 
One teacher 
supervises the EFL 
program 

Two lessons/week 
plus modules; HRT 
and JHET conduct 
lessons (modules by 
HRT only); One 
teacher supervises the 
EFL program 

First year of 
Implementation 

2020-2021 

One Grade 5 English 
tantō conducts two 
lessons per week; 
Another Grade 6 
English tantō conducts 
two lessons per week 

Each HRT conducts 
lessons and modules; 
One teacher 
supervising the EFL 
program 

Two lessons/week 
taught by HRT and 
JHET (modules by 
HRT only); One 
teacher supervises the 
EFL program  

Second year of 
Implementation 
2021-2022 

Two 45-minute 
lessons. Grade 5: 
senka and HRT; 
Grade 6: English tantō 
and senka teacher 

Both Grade 5 and 6: 
senka teaches one 45-
minute lesson; 3 15-
minute modules taught 
by HRT 

Two 45-minute 
lessons. Grade 5: 
senka & JHET; Grade 
6: HRT, senka and 
JHET 

Note. HRT = homeroom teacher, a typical generalist classroom elementary school teacher; 
tantō = regular classroom teacher, but teaches all the English lessons in an entire grade; senka 
= a teacher who has a junior or senior high school English license and is hired by a local Board 
of Education to teach elementary school EFL and usually teaches at multiple schools; JHET = 
junior high school English teacher.  
 

to try to relieve the heavy workload of the homeroom teachers made evident that policy 

implementation took on a form of bricolage. Furthermore, I have shown that the new 

elementary school curriculum is a constant evolving site of conflict that challenges 

teachers’ agency (e.g., from who selects textbooks to which subjects certain teachers 
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will teach) as they appropriate policy in the schools. Teachers have agency (e.g., Ms. 

Maehara initiating the tantō system in Sawa Elementary School) and they are not 

simply “cogs in the wheel” of the system. To be clear, I do not think that schools taking 

a bricolage approach and utilizing “jack-of-all-trades” teachers, such as Ms. Taguchi at 

Sawa Elementary School, is bad. Perhaps in the future as further changes occur to the 

curriculum and in the school system, the roles of teachers will also transform and we 

will witness more teachers taking on two or three roles at the elementary school level. 

Before I close this section, I should note that the three participating schools reside in 

urban areas with relatively large populations (approximately 2.9 million, 280,000, and 

100,000). The resources available to schools, especially in terms of experienced 

teachers, in rural areas might not be the same as the ones afforded to the Boards of 

Education and schools in this study. In the next section, I present findings regarding the 

second part of the last research question, which asked how the teachers appropriated the 

new 2020 English Course of Study in their classrooms. 

 

Policy Appropriation in Classrooms 

The second half of research question 3 asked how close the teachers’ 

appropriation of English lessons corresponded with the principles in the 2020 Course of 

Study. In order to analyze how the teachers’ teaching methods aligned with the contents 

of the new policy, I only examined lessons observed in the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 

academic years. I compared what was done in those lessons to the Grade 5 and 6 goals 

of English in the 2020 Course of Study. The goals of Grade 5 and 6 Foreign Languages 
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(English as subject) were listed in the 37-page explanation in the Manual on Foreign 

Languages, which stated what teachers are required to know and do in English class and 

were summarized in Tables 5 and 6 in Chapter 5. For this chapter, I have organized 

those goals into four fundamental components that English lessons should contain. 

These four components are to: 

1. Develop the five language skills of (input) listening, reading, and (output) speaking, 

both conversation and presentation, and writing. 

2. Use authentic communicative language activities (実際のコミュニケーション), so 

that Grade 5 and 6 students can experience and learn how language works (言語の働

き). Language activities must have a clear purpose for developing the qualities and 

abilities for communicating at this foundational stage and not be simple repetitive 

pattern practice drills.  

3. Have a cross-curricular approach in order to develop self-directed, interactive, and 

deep learning (主体的・対話的で深い学び, General Provisions, p. 3), which is 

promoted as the new quality necessary for the future (Course of Study Overview, p. 

19). 

4. Develop an attachment to Japanese culture and consider the relationship between 

Japan and the world in order to make a contribution (Foreign Languages Manual, 

pp. 134–135). 

Though the Foreign Language Manual organized language skills by input and output, I 

have chosen to group listening and speaking (conversational) together because this was 

how they were first introduced in the previous 2011 Course of Study and how Foreign 
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Language Activities in Grades 3 and 4 are presented. I first discuss presentations, which 

is followed by the emergent literacy skills of reading and writing in English. Under 

these headings I discuss the main activity, but also indicate other languages skills the 

teacher might have tried to develop. For example, the main language activity of an 

interview consisted of students speaking (asking target question) to classmates, but this 

activity also involved listening to the classmate’s responses. It sometimes included 

developing writing skills by requiring students to print their classmates’ names in 

English on a worksheet. Furthermore, the teacher might have included a pre-task review 

of target vocabulary with students repeating after the teacher (listening and speaking) 

and reading a few words printed on flashcards that were on the blackboard. This 

organization and presentation provide a richer description of classroom activities and 

offers a better understanding of the language activities themselves, and reveals how 

teachers at these three schools were conducting English lessons. 

The first two components are focused on language, so I present them together 

because the five language skills are to be developed through language activities. 

However, as I pointed out in the document analysis in Chapter 5, communication was 

linked to the aim of the subject, but was not directly linked with the language goals of 

Grades 5 and 6 English education. Although MEXT promotes a discourse advocating 

for CLT, that goal was not explicitly declared in the 2020 Elementary School Course of 

Study. The policy documents prescribed a methodology of language activities and that 

the languages skills should be taught by teachers through their understanding of 

language activities. Because the English Course of Study did not provide a clear 
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definition of what language activities are for Grades 5 and 6 teachers, any learning 

activity related to English could be considered a language activity. This important point 

of teachers understanding language skills was discussed by Superintendent Kimura in 

Chapter 6. She had expressed her concern about the potential for misunderstanding the 

differences between developing language skills in foreign language education and 

developing language skills required for other subjects, such as math and science. As my 

description below reveals, the lack of understanding CLT methodologies and vague 

directives of language activities are possible pedagogical issues. I begin the next section 

by discussing how teachers dealt with the shift in discourse on the purpose and role of 

elementary school English. I then examine how the teachers conducted English lessons 

and present how they developed English language skills according to the 2020 Course 

of Study through various language activities. 

 

Teachers Navigating Shifting Discourses 

It was evident from the observations that the discourse of global competition, 

which emphasized English-only classes, had replaced the discourse of international 

education and its multilingual approach to elementary school foreign language 

education. In the lessons I observed, there was no mention of any language other than 

English and Japanese. The only exception was in one Grade 6 lesson where I witnessed 

students listening to an interview with young people from various countries. The young 

people in the video, which was not of live actors but still pictures with a voice-over 

narration, stated where they were from and said the greeting in the local language, for 
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example, “Hola. I am from Peru.” In all the observed lessons, the aim and focus were on 

teaching and learning English. 

The individual differences of the teachers’ use of English varied with each 

instructor displaying their strengths and weakness in conducting English lessons. After 

speaking with the teachers and watching their lessons, it appeared that the homeroom 

teachers in this study were guided by their overall self-efficacy beliefs as an elementary 

teacher and by their views towards being a novice foreign language teacher (Borg, 

2006, 2011). By contrast, the junior high English teachers at Yama Elementary and 

Junior High School were experienced English teachers, but had little experience with 

younger learners, which they both stated created challenges for them. The senka teacher 

at Sawa Elementary School told me that she was a former high school English teacher, 

who had been away from the classroom for many years, so she was enjoying teaching at 

the elementary school, but it had taken her time to feel comfortable teaching elementary 

school students. Investigating the participating teachers’ English self-efficacy beliefs 

was beyond the scope of this study, but it was apparent when talking with the teachers 

and observing them speaking in English class that their perceived English proficiency 

influenced how they conducted lessons. To offer one example, teachers who appeared 

to struggle saying the target vocabulary and using them in sentences or phrases during 

lessons told me in interviews or casual conversations after class that they did not have 

confidence in their English-speaking abilities and this was their biggest struggle in 

teaching the subject. They were not opposed to teaching English, but they expressed 

concerns that their limited English ability was preventing their students from learning 
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more. Even a small handful of teachers said that they were concerned their lessons were 

having a negative effect on the students because they did not look like they were 

enjoying English class. These teachers expressed genuine concern how well their 

students would persist now that they are required to learn English for six more years 

after four years at elementary school. 

In the next section I examine how teachers taught and reinforced the target 

vocabulary through various listening and speaking activities. I then analyze the section 

on presentations before assessing the literacy skills of reading and writing. That section 

is followed by a discussion of the cross-curricular approach and how the promotion of 

Japanese culture was present in the lessons I observed. I conclude the chapter by 

summarizing other aspects that emerged from the observations that were outside the 

four components of the framework. In Chapter 5, Table 4 presents the goals for 

language activities and English as an academic subject in the original Japanese. Table 5 

presents the English translations of those goals. As a general guide for readers, most 

units in the Grade 5 and 6 curriculum are focused on a topic, such as ‘When is your 

birthday?’, ‘What time do you get up?’ and ‘Where is the gym?’ in Grade 5, and 

‘Welcome to Japan’, ‘My Summer Vacation’, and ‘What do you want to be?’ in Grade 

6 (See Appendix K for a list of topics from the textbooks used by the schools in this 

study). A detailed document analysis of the new MEXT-approved elementary school 

textbooks was beyond the aim of this study; however, each textbook had nine units with 

each unit consisting of approximately eight lessons. For most units the teachers began 

by teaching the unit vocabulary, and the unit question(s) and responses in the first and 
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second lessons. The vocabulary was then reinforced through various language activities 

in the following lessons. Most units were designed to move from teacher-centered input 

activities (e.g., teaching target vocabulary) towards student-centered output activities. 

The last lesson of the unit was usually a performance-based evaluation (e.g., a 

presentation) or a paper test. This is a general outline of a unit and I have followed this 

progression as I examine how foreign language skills were developed in the lessons. 

 

Conversational Listening and Speaking Skills 

The fact that the 2020 English Course of Study promotes CLT through listening 

and speaking activities, but requires teachers to focus on teaching the structure of the 

language, created challenges as these new EFL teachers tried to balance these differing 

methodologies. The goals for listening in the 2020 Course of Study were, if spoken 

slowly and clearly, students will be able to understand: (a) simple words and basic 

expressions about themselves and about simple and familiar topics; (b) specific 

information about familiar and simple matters related to their daily life; and (c) the 

overview of a short story or message about familiar and simple matters related to their 

daily life. The goals for conversational speaking were: (a) using basic expressions, 

students can say and respond to simple instructions and requests; (b) using simple 

words and expressions, students are able to communicate their thoughts and feelings 

about familiar, and simple matters related to their daily life; and (c) students are able to 

use simple words and basic expressions to ask and answer questions spontaneously 

(italics added) about themselves, another person, and things around them. 
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Conversational skills at the elementary school level tended to be focused on 

basic questions and answers and were not long conversations with many turns between 

the speakers. The listening and speaking activities between students appeared to 

reinforce vocabulary acquisition, develop speaking skills of asking and answering 

questions about themselves (e.g., When is your birthday? Do you like…?) and develop 

listening skills. Many teachers also coached students about the importance of eye 

contact and listening. However, I did not witness any teachers explicitly teaching 

phrases, such as “Could you say that again please?” or “One more time please” when 

students could not hear or could not understand what their partner said. The students at 

all three schools showed enthusiasm and enjoyment when doing interactive speaking 

activities with classmates. In other words, the interactive language activities were used 

to practice the language forms. First, the target phrase was introduced, usually by 

writing it on the blackboard or using strips of cardboard which had the target phrase 

pre-written on it, and the card was then put up on the blackboard for the students to see. 

The teachers relied on written sentences to teach the target phrases. Though the 2020 

Course of Study explicitly states that students should be exposed to the written words 

after they have experienced the words through listening and speaking activities, from 

my observations, most teachers did not follow that order and used written forms to 

teach the target phrases. 

The teaching of unit vocabulary tended to be listen-and-repeat drills. The first 

and second lessons of each unit were generally focused on the acquisition of the target 

vocabulary and tended to be teacher-centered. A common method used by several 
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teachers (tantō, senka, and junior high school English teacher) at all three schools was 

to put the flashcards on the blackboard and have the students listen and repeat. In 

contrast, the homeroom teachers tended to rely on using the digital textbooks, which 

had listening activities to introduce the unit vocabulary. Following the animated video 

shown on the television screen or a digital blackboard, the students listened and 

repeated the target vocabulary. Rather than showing flashcards and having the students 

repeat, some teachers conducted a short quiz game, where students listened to simple 

hints said by the teacher in a mixture of English and Japanese. For example, “This sport 

has a ball. Bōru o nageru. Nageru. Throw. Throw ball” with the teacher also using 

gestures for ball and throw (Grade 6 homeroom teacher, Mori Elementary School). The 

students raised their hand if they thought they knew the answer or offered their answers 

freely by shouting them out. Some students answered in English (e.g., baseball) while 

others answered in Japanese (e.g., yakyū). However, this approach of teaching the unit 

vocabulary through an interactive quiz game was rare. 

Overall, the teaching of target vocabulary tended to be simple listen-and-repeat 

activities and the teachers did not use written words to teach vocabulary. In contrast, the 

target questions and answers were not taught through listening and speaking activities, 

but were introduced by writing the whole phrase on the blackboard or on strips of white 

cardboard and showing the written form to the students. The teachers then explained the 

meaning of the target phrase, had the students practice together as a class, then the 

students practiced asking the target question and response with the student sitting next 

to them. Near the end of the lesson, the teacher gave the students about 5 minutes to 
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stand up and walk around the room “interviewing” their classmates. After seeing this 

pattern of teaching at all three schools, it became apparent that these new EFL teachers 

were likely relying on their past experiences when they were a student learning English. 

This is one possible reason why they were using the more traditional PPP (present, 

practice, perform) approach now that English is a subject. Before English became a 

subject, reading and writing were not part of the elementary school English curriculum, 

and many teachers tended to teach the target phrases without writing them on the 

blackboard. However, now that English is a subject, and reading and writing are part of 

the curriculum, many elementary school teachers reverted back to the older style of PPP 

that was used when they first started to learn English in junior high school. 

Another factor that might have affected how the teachers conducted their lessons 

was the volume of material they are required to cover in a limited number of lessons. 

Many teachers commented that vocabulary-dense units were challenging to teach 

because those units required students to grasp a lot of vocabulary within only a few 

lessons. For Grade 5, many teachers commented that the topic of school, where students 

must learn the vocabulary of academic subjects and the days of the week in order to say 

target sentences such as, “I have social studies on Friday” was challenging for many 

students. Some teachers also found teaching the unit on place names (e.g., hospital, 

convenience store, police station) to be difficult because there were many long words 

for the students to learn and they also had to give and understand simple directions to 

imaginary places in the textbook. Many Grade 6 teachers commented that they thought 

that there were too many words and expressions in the curriculum. None of the teachers 
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had complained about certain topics, like the Grade 5 teachers, but the Grade 6 teachers 

thought that there were far too many written words in the textbooks and that they had 

difficulty teaching all of the required vocabulary. With limited lesson time, the teachers 

appeared to be doing the method that enabled them to get through the lessons most 

easily, rather than trying to plan interesting language activities. As the teachers 

explained in Chapter 6, preparation time was limited and these teachers were 

overworked. They did not have the time to prepare, and therefore, they relied on the 

textbooks and kept the students in their seats looking at the English textbooks for most 

of the lesson time. This situation was similar to earlier studies when English was first 

introduced into the national curriculum and teachers tended to teach the textbook 

because they felt unprepared in their teaching abilities and English proficiency (e.g., 

Butler, 2005; Fennelly & Luxton, 2011; Harris, 2017; Machida & Walsh, 2015). 

How teachers are to develop listening comprehension skills among their students 

was not explained in the 2020 Course of Study. The teachers conducted listening 

activities in every lesson I observed, however, it appeared that they did not know how 

to teach listening skills. Some of the listening practices were long, up to 15-minutes, 

with few teachers checking answers when completed. Almost all of the listening 

exercises were done individually by the students. However, one teacher at each school 

stopped the video after one conversation and allowed the students to discuss what they 

heard in pairs. These teachers then asked the students what words they had heard. After 

eliciting several responses, the teacher asked the class what they thought was the overall 

meaning of the conversation. These teachers were the outliers; most teachers moved on 



 307 

to the next activity once the last speaker on the video was finished. This fact suggests 

that many of the teachers did not know how to break down foreign language listening 

into smaller units and then build upon them and develop listening skills. Therefore, 

based on the observations at the three schools, it is questionable that the teachers were 

meeting the 2020 Course of Study goals for listening, which are that students 

understand simple words and basic expressions about themselves and familiar topics, 

and understand specific information about familiar, simple matters related to their daily 

life. The teachers were doing the listening activities, but they were not checking that 

understanding and listening comprehension took place. When asked, one or two 

students, who appeared to have higher English proficiency offered the answer, which 

was a cue for the teacher to move to the next activity. It appeared that the teachers 

assumed that all the students understood. An interesting sidenote, I never saw a teacher 

use small talk to review vocabulary or tell a short story in English to the class and ask 

the students to listen and think about what they had just said. 

To reinforce vocabulary acquisition and retention, the teachers used a variety of 

listening and speaking games. Some of these games were centered specifically on 

vocabulary acquisition, such as the Keyword Game, Concentration, and What’s 

Missing? The teachers also used games and activities to review vocabulary, such as 

Karuta, the Gesture Game, and Criss-Cross. A common technique that many teachers 

also used to review target questions and answers was to ask the whole class a question, 

such as, “Do you like curry and rice?” The teacher then raised their hand and said, “Yes 

I do,” and the students listened and those who also liked it raised their hand. I saw this 
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technique used effectively by Ms. Maehara, the Grade 5 tantō at Sawa Elementary 

School. In that lesson she interacted with the students asking them who likes soccer, 

basketball, dodgeball and so on. The students raised their hands and she called on 

selected students to answer. Ms. Maehara knew the students well because she was one 

of the gakunen teachers, so she could respond on a more personal level with the 

students and say things like, “Yes, I know you play soccer very well. Your team is 

number one in the city.” I never witnessed this type of interaction in English with 

students from the junior high school English teachers, the assistant language teachers, 

homeroom teachers, or the any of the senka teachers. Perhaps it was how this individual 

teacher conducted her lessons, but it highlights the importance of teachers knowing 

their students so that they can make the learning of English and communicating in 

English to be authentic and meaningful for their students. 

Some teachers were better sources of language input, speaking in English to 

increase the students’ exposure to English, than others. Regardless of the school and the 

type of teacher (homeroom, tantō, senka), if the teacher leading the class (T1) felt 

comfortable beginning the class with simple display questions, (e.g., How is the 

weather? What time is it now? What day is it today? What is today’s date?) these 

teachers tended to use English more during the class than other teachers who spoke in 

Japanese to explain the lesson goals at the beginning of their lessons. For example, the 

Grade 6 tantō from Sawa Elementary School tended to start his class by focusing on the 

lesson goals and stating them in Japanese even near the end of the academic year. In 

one such lesson, he spoke in Japanese for three minutes about the topic and explained to 
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the students that they were going to start making a short presentation about what they 

had or did not have in their prefecture. He then asked the students in Japanese if they 

remembered how to say one of the target phrases. The students answered in English, 

“We have.” When he asked them in Japanese how they can express not having 

something, the students answered in English, “We don’t have.” The teacher then 

repeated the English phrase after the students. That was the first time he used English. 

He then continued speaking in Japanese and asked the students if they knew how to say 

the phrase “we can eat” in English. Some students raised their hands and the teacher 

selected a student to answer. He did that for three topic phrases. About five minutes into 

the lesson, he uttered his first English that was not repeating after the students when he 

said, “Please open your textbooks to page 74” (November 10, 2020 0:00-5:09). The 

next time he spoke using English was about 26 minutes into the lesson when he said, 

“Let’s play a game.” In contrast, the Grade 5 tantō teacher at the same school (Ms. 

Maehara) began each class using display questions and tended to speak more English 

throughout her lessons. It is reasonable to assume that teachers who possibly had more 

confidence in their English-speaking ability began their lessons using English display 

questions and were able to switch between Japanese and English more easily than other 

teachers. Furthermore, these teachers tended to engage their students in speaking 

activities within the first 10 minutes of class. The teachers who focused on explaining 

the goals at the beginning of the lesson, talked mostly in Japanese and only used 

English when saying the target vocabulary or expressions, and rarely used simple 

classroom expressions, such as “Stand up” or “Open your textbooks to page …” These 
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teachers relied heavily on the textbooks and tended to have the students remain seated 

using the textbooks for the first 30 minutes of class. The students did not stand up and 

do a speaking activity until the last 10 minutes of class. 

Many teachers were able to correct student mistakes as long as those mistakes 

pertained the target vocabulary and phrases taught in the unit. The teachers used 

gestures, especially facial expressions, to indicate when the students made errors when 

speaking. For example, in one class the topic was teaching the months of the year and 

birthdays and many students said, “Where is your birthday?” The teacher suddenly 

made a face of surprise and some students recognized the mistake and quickly self-

corrected without the homeroom teacher saying anything.  

In terms of meeting the 2020 Course of Study goals, most lessons addressed the 

first two speaking goals of: (a) using basic expressions to say and respond to simple 

instructions and requests, and (b) using simple words and expressions to communicate 

their thoughts and feelings about familiar topics, and simple matters related to their 

daily life. However, based on the observations from this study, students did not ask and 

answer spontaneous questions about themselves, another person, and things around 

them. Everything was scaffolded using predetermined utterances and practiced several 

times. Several teachers commented that the curriculum is dense and that they do not 

have any extra time to do other activities. They said that they needed to cover all the 

material and they could not afford to fall behind. This point suggests that the current 

curriculum is possibly covering too much. As more teachers gain experience with the 

Grade 5 and 6 curriculum, this problem might dissipate. 
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To summarize, based on the observations, homeroom teachers tended to focus 

more on teaching the target vocabulary and only spoke English when saying the target 

vocabulary. In contrast, the tantō teachers and senka teachers used a little more English 

and said classroom directions, such as “Open your textbooks to page …” more than the 

homeroom teachers. One way to interpret this use of classroom English is that the tantō 

and senka teachers provided more opportunities for students to hear the target language. 

In terms of listening, these teachers were a better source of input for their students than 

most homeroom teachers. However, I explained that there was variation among the 

tantō and senka teachers as well, and that teachers who began their lessons with display 

questions (e.g., How is the weather today?) tended to use more English than teachers 

who began their lessons by reviewing the goals of the lesson in Japanese. Overall, based 

on the observations in this study, the teachers were meeting most of the 2020 Course of 

Study’s goals for listening and speaking. 

One problem is that many teachers tended to teach the target phrases or unit 

question and answers by writing out the phrases. This method required students to focus 

on the text and read the phrases, which is against the directives in the 2020 Course of 

Study. The 2020 Course of Study explicitly states that students should be required to 

read simple words and basic expressions that they have already been exposed to and 

heard many times. It appears that the teachers in this study had difficulty teaching 

phrases and answers without relying on them being written out. Furthermore, I never 

saw the homeroom teachers, tantō teachers, or senka teachers use small-talk and tell the 

students a story in English about their weekend or talk about simple topics with 
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students. Explicit focus-on-form methodologies were used by the teachers to make the 

structure of the language salient. Rarely did I observe teachers saying new utterances 

and allowing students to listen and discuss with classmates what they heard and what 

they thought it meant. This is how teachers could teach the target phrases and responses, 

but it appears that teachers do not yet know how to teach listening skills effectively. 

Local Boards of Education and schools need to address this issue if they want to 

improve how English is taught in their areas and classrooms. Most teachers said one or 

two sentences, and then asked the class what they said, but usually a student with higher 

English proficiency shouted out the answer and the teacher moved on not affording all 

the students an opportunity to formulate their own hypothesis about what was said. 

Earlier researchers (Bland, 2015; Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 2018; Vale & Feunteun, 1995) 

have argued that allowing elementary school students opportunities to guess and 

develop hypotheses about the target language is important for continued L2 

development. Though the basic goals were being met, it is questionable that the 

language patterns presented in class engaged the students to seek more meaningful 

patterns and knowledge of English. The Grade 5 and 6 students in this study appeared to 

be highly dependent on the teacher, which some researchers (Becker & Roos, 2016; 

Bland, 2015, Rixon, 2015; Tomlinson, 2015) have argued is not beneficial for students 

just beginning to learn a foreign language. In the next section I discuss how 

presentations were conducted. 
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Presentations 

Students at all three schools had many opportunities to plan, practice, and 

perform their own presentations, which created several challenges for teachers at all 

three schools. Some of those challenges were managing time for practice and 

presentations, assisting students with individual linguistics needs when topic variation 

was large, and creating interesting practice activities for students. The 2020 Course of 

Study goals for presentations were using simple words and basic expressions, students 

would be able to (a) talk about familiar and simple topics related to their daily life; (b) 

organize what they want to convey; and (c) express their thoughts and feelings about 

familiar topics. The third listening goal, which stated that students will be able to 

understand the overview of a short story or message about familiar and simple matters 

related to their daily life, was achieved when the students listened to their classmates’ 

presentations. The teachers appeared to be conscious about the students’ abilities and 

tried to scaffold the contents of the presentations over several lessons. According to the 

senka teacher at Mori Elementary School, students in Grades 5 and 6 students each did 

eight presentations during the 2021-2022 academic year. Students in both grades did 

one group presentation, two pair presentations, created two pair-made videos using a 

tablet, and three individual presentations. The individual presentations given in front of 

the class tended to be short. For example, the Grade 5 students at Yama Elementary and 

Junior High School performed short presentations about their birthday. After 

completing the warm-up greetings, the assistant language teacher, who was a native 

English speaker, took the role of lead teacher (T1), informed the students they had about 
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seven minutes of preparation time. Once the time was over, the assistant language 

teacher asked one student to come to the front of the room. The student held a piece of 

poster paper with a hand drawn picture of a volleyball and showing it to the class said, 

“Hello. My birthday is May 27. I want a volleyball. Thank you.” The other students 

clapped and the assistant language teacher and senka teacher wrote comments on their 

grading sheet. The assistant language teacher then called on another student who gave a 

similar presentation. It took just over 12 minutes to finish all 21 presentations. 

To meet the demands of the 2020 Course of Study for presentations and manage 

large classes of students, teachers needed to be creative with time and space. To offer 

one example, the Grade 6 tantō teacher at Sawa Elementary School used a different 

format for individual presentations for his class of 38 students. He divided the class into 

four groups of nine and then instructed the students to push all their desks and chairs 

together into the middle of the classroom so that the four groups could sit in the four 

corners of the room. He then called on two students in each group to stand. Those two 

students gave their presentation on their future dreams to the small group. One student 

spoke followed by the other and when both were finished, they were told to sit down. 

The remaining students in each group were instructed after the presentations to give 

small words of encouragement, such as “Sounds great,” “You can do it,” and “Good 

luck.” When the presenters in all four groups were finished, the two presenters moved 

to the next group and repeated their presentation. They did that two more times until 

they returned to their original group, which meant each student did their presentation 

four times. This pattern of repetition afforded the students opportunities to improve 
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each time and allowed the teacher enough time to evaluate all eight students. The next 

two students in each group then stood up and they rotated around until all the students 

in the class had done their presentation four times. 

When teachers did the listening activities for presentations using the digital 

textbooks, many teachers showed all the videos consecutively in one long listening 

activity. For example, when I observed two Grade 6 homeroom teachers at Mori 

Elementary School and two Grade 5 homeroom teachers at Yama Elementary and 

Junior High School conduct a listening activity, each teacher used the textbook video, 

which were shown to the students on a large digital screen in the classroom. One Grade 

6 homeroom teacher began the lesson on future dreams (occupations) by showing a 

PowerPoint presentation. Without providing any context, the homeroom teacher said, 

“Please look at this picture” and then showed a picture the students had never seen 

before of a young boy wearing a soccer uniform holding a trophy. After a 10-second 

pause, the homeroom teacher quietly said, “Who is he?” The students sat for a few 

seconds until one student said, “he” and another said “who” as though they were asking 

for clarification. The teacher then said “pairs” and gestured to the students, who were 

sitting with their desks together, to talk. After waiting a little bit, the teacher called on 

some students to offer their guesses. Finally, the teacher said, “he is” then pointed to 

himself. The teacher then asked other questions such as, “How old?” and “Where?” 

with students answering in Japanese. The last picture was of a professional soccer 

player that the teacher played with once as a child. The teacher pointed to the picture 

and said, “He play with him” which caused all the students to look at each other and 
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talk to the person sitting next to them. This whole exchange took about 10-and-a-half 

minutes to complete. Later in the lesson the homeroom teacher showed the students a 

video of interviews with children from various countries. After the first interview, the 

homeroom teacher told the students to talk with their partner about what they heard. 

The teacher did not check the students’ answers and played the next interview clip. The 

students listened to all five interviews, which took approximately seven minutes to 

complete. At the end of the video, the homeroom teacher did not check for 

comprehension by asking the students what the children in the video said. He just 

moved onto the next activity. 

I present this example for two reasons. First, this veteran teacher, who was also 

the head teacher of the gakunen, struggled to use English in front of his students. He 

spoke quietly and could only say single words or short phrases and was unable, at least 

in this lesson, to put strings of sentences together. Clearly, this homeroom teacher was 

struggling with the language and how to teach it. The teacher did not look confident or 

comfortable teaching English, and my presence and the video camera only exasperated 

his anxiety. The second reason is this teacher appeared to be aware of the overall aim of 

English. As I stated above, one of the goals of English in the 2020 Course of Study is 

that teachers use authentic material in communicative language activities (実際のコミュ

ニケーション) so that students can experience and learn how language works (言語の働

き). This teacher had taken the time to prepare simple PowerPoint slides for his 

students. Finding those childhood pictures and preparing the PowerPoint took time. To 

me, this example demonstrates the struggles that homeroom teachers had conducting 
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English lessons. The target vocabulary and sentences structures were new and 

challenging for certain teachers. These teachers were trying hard to make their lessons 

interesting (e.g., by finding childhood photos and preparing PowerPoint slides), but they 

did not know how to teach a foreign language so that their students comprehended and 

acquired the target language. This fact was confirmed in the next lesson. 

The other Grade 6 teacher also struggled to effectively teach English. In the next 

Grade 6 English class, the homeroom teacher played the same occupation video and the 

students looked at their textbooks as they listened to the video. After listening to one 

story the homeroom teacher paused the video and asked, “What did she say?” One male 

student repeated “say” as though he did not understand. The homeroom teacher then 

repeated the question in Japanese. The teacher then played the remaining five 

interviews without stopping the video. Once the video was done, she moved to the next 

activity without checking if the students understood any of the video contents. This is 

another example that certain teachers do not know how to effectively develop foreign 

language listening skills among their students. As stated in the 2020 Course of Study, 

the students did a language activity, in this case listening to a video of interviews with 

children from various countries about what they want to be when they are older. The 

teacher moved from one language activity to the next. The students sat at their desks 

passively listening to the video and after each interview or even after the entire video 

was finished, the teachers did not check if any comprehension was achieved. As I 

watched the students during this listening activity, I wondered if they were listening to 

the contents and trying to understand what was being said, or simply looking at their 
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textbooks and waiting for the video to end. I think this example provides further 

evidence that possibly the 2020 Course of Study has insufficiently dealt with guiding 

these new EFL teachers on how to teach a foreign language, or at least, how to develop 

EFL listening abilities and skills for new young learners. As I stated in Chapter 6, 

MEXT Senior Curriculum Specialist Wada stated that the Course of Study guidelines 

are fundamental (学指導要領は基本だ), which produces national standards for 

education, all of which have been noted in the published literature (e.g., Horii, 2015; 

Nakayasu, 2016; Noda & O’Regan, 2020; Stevenson, 2002). The findings of this study 

indicate that this is an area of weakness in the language policy. 

Some teachers designed interesting interactive presentation activities that 

engaged their students with the material and provided Grade 5 and 6 students with the 

necessary practice time. This point is important because as stated in the 2020 Course of 

Study, one goal of presentations is to teach students to organize their ideas. One 

example was from a lesson taught by Ms. Maehara, the Grade 5 tantō from Sawa 

Elementary School. The presentation was to be the last one of the year and the topic 

was to introduce a person the students admired. In order for the students to start to make 

their own presentation, Ms. Maehara created a mini-presentation that the students could 

scaffold off to start to prepare their own presentation. Ms. Maehara had printed black 

and white pictures of famous people in Japan she thought the students would know and 

glued each individual picture to a piece of poster paper. Each pair of students received 

one picture card and one worksheet with rows of ruled four lines to write English 

sentences. Students were told to write the person’s initials and two personality traits, 
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which they had learned in class, that best described the person. The teacher told them to 

look at the picture and guess if they did not know which personality traits to write. The 

students were then instructed to write two sentences, such as “She can run fast.” or “He 

can play soccer well.” The students worked in pairs to complete the task. Some students 

did not know who the person was, so they went and talked to the teacher. Those 

students either exchanged pictures or kept the picture once they heard the name. 

Preparation took about 10 minutes. Ms. Maehara walked around the class and 

monitored the 41 students in her class. Once the preparation time was finished, 

regardless of whether the students were ready or not, she called upon one student to 

come to the front to demonstrate a model answer. This modelling for students what to 

say was rare; most teachers I observed did not demonstrate what to say or how to 

perform the speaking activities. Ms. Maehara then spoke in Japanese and asked if the 

students had any questions. She reminded the students that some pairs had the same 

cards, and if that was the case then they were to practice their lines regardless. Once the 

activity started, a pair of students found another pair and they read what they had 

written on the paper. Most students could say the lines, but a few pairs struggled to do 

the task. Ms. Maehara walked about the room and listened to as many students as 

possible, but with 20 pairs standing and talking, the classroom became loud quickly and 

it was difficult to walk around because of all the desks and students. After about four 

minutes, she stopped the students and in Japanese gave them advice about showing the 

pictures, but not showing what they wrote. She also reminded the students to listen to 

the others talking. She then allowed the students to continue for another five minutes. 
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After the students had returned to their seats, Ms. Maehara invited pairs to come to the 

front of the class to demonstrate their mini-presentation. As the third group finished, the 

school bell rang and Ms. Maehara explained that in the next English lesson the students 

would select a person they wanted to talk about and start preparing their presentation. 

To summarize, the Grade 5 and 6 students at each school performed a variety of 

presentations (e.g., individual, pair, group) throughout the school year. Many teachers 

told me that they preferred the presentation units because they provided a clear goal for 

the students and the teachers to work towards. The fact that there were nine units in the 

elementary school textbooks and that the students performed eight presentations 

suggests that the teachers in this study integrated different presentations throughout the 

curriculum. The 2020 Course of Study goals for presentations appeared to be achieved 

at all three schools. However, the effectiveness of how some teachers were able to 

achieve these goals through communicative language activities varied across the 

teachers. Furthermore, assessing presentations was also challenging for teachers in large 

classes due to time and space. Many teachers explained that assessing what was 

considered “above average” was difficult at first because there was no standard to base 

that evaluation on and it was difficult to explain that to the students, but they anticipated 

that this situation would improve over time. 

 

EFL Emergent Literacy Skills 

Literacy skills are a new addition to Grades 5 and 6 subject of Foreign Language 

(English). As I stated in the document analysis of the 2020 Course of Study in Chapter 
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5, reading skills were to: (a) identify printed letters of the alphabet and pronounce them; 

and (b) read simple words and basic expressions that students have already been 

exposed to and heard many times. Writing skills were: (a) students can write both 

uppercase and lowercase letters of the alphabet, as well as become aware of the word 

order as they copy simple words and basic expressions that they have already been 

exposed to; and (b) students are able to write about themselves and familiar topics by 

copying from example sentences with simple words and expressions they have learned 

in English class. 

All students were exposed to a lot of English words not only in the textbooks 

they used, but also with English posters and signs in the classrooms, in hallways, and on 

the walls and staircases in the school. The English linguistic landscape in some schools 

was richer than in others and as I reflect back on my data collection, I wish I had taken 

more notice and recorded more of it in the schools. In the classrooms where I observed 

lessons, many homeroom teachers had added English to their classroom. Some teachers 

displayed posters on the walls of the classroom. One teacher made simple posters of 

classroom language that he placed on the walls in the back of his classroom to aid 

himself and the students. The same teacher had made similar small hand-held cards and 

in one lesson he called on two volunteers to read the cards to the class at the beginning 

of the lesson, such as, “How are you?” and “How is the weather?” As I watched the 

students do this I walked to the front and noticed that no Japanese was written on the 

cards. I could not determine whether the students were reading the phrases or 
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remembering the order and saying the phrases from memory. How elementary school 

students are learning to read is an important topic for future research. 

It appeared many teachers relied on past experiences of when they were a 

student to help them teach English reading skills. For example, I observed one Grade 6 

homeroom teacher walking around the classroom as students worked quietly copying 

words from their textbook into worksheets that had spaces for words to be added to 

sentences. The topic was summer vacation. The homeroom teacher was the only teacher 

in the room because the junior high school English teacher was outside in the hall 

conducting a reading test with individual students. As the homeroom teacher walked by 

one student, the student asked the teacher how to read the word enjoy and what it meant. 

The homeroom teacher pronounced the word and said the Japanese meaning. He told 

the student to say the word, but the student could not do it. The homeroom teacher said 

enjoy again for the student who repeated the word. The homeroom teacher then told the 

student to say it 10 times, so the student repeated enjoy 10 times. The homeroom 

teacher then said that was good because the student now could read the word and 

walked on. The student remained confused. When I spoke about this episode to 

Curriculum Supervisor Kumagai at the Prefectural Education Center, he explained that 

he found that many elementary school teachers were relying on their experiences when 

they started learning English in junior high school because that is the only reference 

they have and that is where they built their views of foreign language acquisition 

(Interview 2 Supervisor Kumagai December 16, 2020 12:15-14:07). This is just one 

example that illustrates the fact that the elementary school teachers in this study do not 
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know how to effectively teach foreign language reading skills. As I explained in 

Chapter 6, Professor Mann was stunned that many of the “expert” academics, who were 

involved in creating the 2020 Course of Study, did not understand that elementary 

school students could not read and that these experts did not know how to address 

emergent literacy skills for English in the 2020 Course of Study. The importance of 

understanding how to teach emergent literacy skills to young learners has been 

addressed by previous researchers (e.g., Herrera et al., 2015; Horwitz, 2013; Peregoy & 

Boyle, 2017; Pinter, 2017); however, the interview and observation findings from this 

study suggest that the section on reading skills is another area of weakness in the 2020 

Course of Study. 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School was the only school that incorporated 

teaching phonics into their curriculum. The Grade 6 junior high school English teacher 

was experimenting and seeing how much the Grade 6 students could read in English 

class. One of the first classes I observed of her lesson was the lesson described above 

where the homeroom teacher had the student repeat enjoy ten times. The lesson was 

after summer vacation and the junior high school English teacher called students one at 

a time out into the hallway and asked them to read four sentences they had learned in 

the first semester. The sentences were: (a) I want to watch table tennis.; (b) It’s 

exciting.; (c) My grandmother can play table tennis well; and (d) I like my grandmother 

very much. The second half of the challenge involved five sentences the students were 

learning. Those sentences were: (a) I went to the sea.; (b) I enjoyed swimming.; (c) I ate 

fresh fish.; (d) I saw the fireworks., and; (e) It was great. If the student could not read 
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the words, they could say, “pass” and move to the next sentence. The reading test 

evaluated word-level and sentence-level reading skills and was not a test of reading for 

meaning and reading comprehension. The junior high school English teacher told me 

that she was not going to grade the students on their performance; she wanted to see if 

the students could read some words or sentences. It was after this “test” that the teacher 

realized that the students were not learning to read through exposure and that she would 

have to teach them basic phonics if they were going to learn to read rather than 

memorizing and learning to read from sight.  

After the lesson, the junior high school English teacher asked me for advice 

about teaching phonics to young learners. She told me that she had been teaching 

phonics to her junior high students, but she was unsure what the best approach was for 

elementary school students. I told her about onset and rime and suggested that she teach 

those sounds and words associated with them (e.g., cat, bat, fat, sat / ten, men, pen, 

when) rather than focusing individual letters and sounds. The junior high school English 

teacher took my advice and added a phonics exercise to her elementary school classes. 

According to the teachers, writing was an easy skill to teach because it consisted 

of teaching the shapes of letters and having students practice writing in the ruled four 

lines for English. Writing assessment was also considered easy because the teachers 

knew this skill and it was easy to determine student accuracy. Even though students 

were copying from the textbooks, accuracy in spelling was difficult with students 

making many errors. For example, one Grade 6 student wrote: I went to Wakayama. I 

enjoyed baiking. It was fun. I saw sander. It was beautiful. From my limited 
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observations, it was difficult to determine what were common writing errors, but this 

area should be a topic of future research. 

Several teachers made spelling errors when teaching as well. Those minor 

spelling errors occurred when teachers wrote on the blackboard or made PowerPoint 

presentations. Those errors did not impede student learning, but they provide evidence 

that more teacher training is required for these new foreign language teachers. Many 

Grade 6 teachers also had students type words using a tablet or laptop computer. From 

my observations, this type of writing was done by the Grade 6 students only when they 

were doing presentations. Students used the laptop computers and looked for pictures 

on the internet and typed sentences, such as, “You can eat soba” on a PowerPoint slide. 

It was sometimes done individually, while at other times it was done in pairs. 

To summarize, reading and writing activities were conducted in both grades at 

all three schools. How the emergent literacy skill of reading was being taught was not 

clear and no conclusions can be drawn from this study. I did not witness any teacher at 

the three participating schools explicitly teaching phonological awareness to Grade 5 or 

6 students. Because one of the goals of reading is to be able to read words students have 

repeatedly been exposed to, it is possible that students were not decoding the words into 

phonetic chucks, but rather using a “look and say” method of reading the whole word, 

or remembering the whole word or phrase. Considering that Mori Elementary School 

and Sawa Elementary School did not teach phonics to their students, yet those students 

could read some familiar words and phrases, so it is reasonable to assume this was 

probably what was taking place. Again, further research is needed in this area. 
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Cross-Curricular Approach and Promoting Japanese Culture 

The last two components of the English lessons were to incorporate a cross-

curricular approach to learning in order to develop self-directed, interactive, and deep 

learning, and to promote an attachment to Japanese culture. In terms of the cross-

curricular approach, I only witnessed a connection to Information and Communications 

Technology (ICT) and social studies. As I explained in Chapter 5, the 2020 Course of 

Study had established moral education as a “Special Subject” that was to be integrated 

across the entire curriculum; however, I did not see any evidence of that happening in 

any of the English lessons I observed. Sometimes a teacher mentioned the differences 

between English and Japanese. For example, when students were writing I heard 

teachers remind students to leave a space between the words when writing English and 

not to make the period a circle as it is written in Japanese. One teacher mentioned that 

when writing their name in English, it is the opposite order than when writing it in 

Japanese, so when the students wrote a person’s initials the teacher said it was 

acceptable to write it either way, such as KM or MK. I did not see a teacher make 

explicit comparisons between the word order of English and Japanese or teach any 

grammar points. There was no mention of the academic subject Japanese in any of the 

lessons I observed, except when teachers taught days of the week and students might 

have said something like, “I have Japanese on Friday.” 

In terms of a cross-curricular approach to Information and Communication 

Technology and English, most of that centered around using tablets and laptop 
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computers for presentations, which I described above. The teachers also used computers 

for the digital textbooks and to show PowerPoint slides or pictures of objects, such as a 

picture of what a teacher ate for breakfast the other day or the picture detailed above of 

the teacher’s boyhood story of playing soccer. The senka teacher at Sawa Elementary 

School once had the students use tablets to review country names. Though there was 

evidence of a cross-curricular approach, it was difficult to determine if those small-scale 

aspects I described here enabled the students to apply that knowledge to become self-

directed, interactive, and learn deeply, as set in the 2020 Course of Study. Again, this 

speaks to Superintendent Kimura’s concern that the wording of certain terminology in 

the 2020 Course of Study might not be appropriate for the foundational stage of 

elementary school English. 

Social studies appeared to have the greatest connection with English lessons. 

This relationship was developed mostly through the presentation topics, such as 

introducing places in Japan, talking about the city or town where they live, their favorite 

memory of elementary school, and what they want to do in junior high school. In those 

presentations, the students used the Internet to investigate famous places in other 

prefectures or cities in Japan, popular local foods, local customs, and festivals. 

Achieving the objective of promoting Japanese culture was clearly realized in the 

lessons. This objective was not present in every lesson, but throughout the year, the 

design of the curriculum and the contents of the MEXT-approved textbooks enabled 

certain teachers to meet this goal of the 2020 Course of the Study. The teachers who 

were able to do this effectively were the homeroom teachers and the tantō teachers. If 
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schools utilize senka teachers from the outside and from different levels of schooling 

(e.g., junior high school, and high school), it is probably going to be more difficult for 

those teachers to integrate other aspects of the students’ curriculum with English 

because they might not be immediately familiar with what is being taught in the other 

classes because they only teach English. In addition, those teachers did not plan or 

participate in school trips. Furthermore, a cross-curricular approach is reciprocal and 

can go both ways. Though it was not an aim of this study, it would be interesting to 

know if teachers used English in other subjects, such as saying the names of colors in 

English in arts and crafts class or counting in English during math or PE lessons. This 

investigation would provide a richer understanding of the cross-curricular aspect in 

other subject lessons across the entire elementary school curriculum. Again, this could 

only be done with the homeroom teachers or the tantō teachers and not with senka 

teachers because they are limited to teaching only English. If MEXT wants to instill a 

cross-curricular approach to learning, then promoting senka teachers, who only teach 

one or two subjects for the upper grades at elementary school, might not be an effective 

approach. This is another area of research that needs to be investigated further. 

 

Additional Features Outside Observation Protocol  

In this last section I present findings that emerged from the data that were 

outside the framework of my observation protocol. These were events and aspects of 

teaching I did not consider as I planned this study. Three main characteristics surfaced 

as I observed the teachers conduct lessons. First, were issues related to team teaching 



 329 

when two or more teachers were present in class. Second, was the classrooms where the 

lessons were conducted. Third was the unique learning opportunities developed at 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School between Grade 6 elementary school students 

and Grade 9 junior high school students. 

 

Dynamics of Co-Teaching Classrooms 

The discourse around expertise seen at the national level during policy creation 

was also evident at the local level as schools made decisions about who would take on 

the role of main teacher (T1) and who would take the assistant role (T2). The 

interpersonal workplace relationships were revealed in the classrooms when two or 

more teachers were present for English lessons. Sometimes those teachers shared 

responsibilities and made a coordinated effort to work in unison and team teach. 

However, there were many lessons where there was no collaborative effort between 

teachers with one, two, and in some instances, three extra teachers present, but not 

teaching. This number does not include teachers who were in the classroom working 

with students with special needs. The discourse of expertise, which introduced the senka 

teacher, appears to have inadvertently created an unequal power relationship between 

teachers with differing status and power (Miyazato, 2006, 2009). The unequal power 

relationships that appeared to take place in the classrooms were occupational status 

(main teacher or assistant teacher), expert-novice relationships in terms of time (new 

teacher or veteran), place (elementary school teacher or not), pedagogical power 

(licensed English teacher or not), and linguistic power (high English proficiency or 
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lower English proficiency). These unequal power relationships offered both benefits 

and drawbacks. For some teachers, it was an opportunity to mentor new teachers or 

assist teachers whose English proficiency was not as good as others, such as the senka 

teacher and homeroom teacher at Sawa Elementary School. It also allowed 

inexperienced teachers to observe veteran teachers conducting English lessons, such as 

the Grade 6 homeroom teachers and the junior high school English teacher at Yama 

Elementary and Junior High School. However, some of these power relationships 

exasperated the challenges to the pedagogical approach of team-teaching between the 

homeroom teachers, tantō teachers, senka teachers, junior high school English teachers, 

and the assistant language teachers. 

There are two implications of this new dynamic. First, this classroom dynamic is 

more than the well-documented issue of native- and nonnative-speakers in language 

education in Japan (e.g., Uchida & Sugimoto, 2020), or in similar contexts, such as 

China (Rao & Chen, 2020) and Thailand (Comprendio & Savski, 2020). At the 

elementary school level, this issue concerns which teacher (homeroom teacher, tantō, or 

senka) can be the most effective for the students. As I stated earlier, each teacher has 

their own strengths and weaknesses. Economically, the senka teacher is a new position 

created to provide relief for the homeroom teacher, but that requires extra funding to 

hire the senka teachers. Issues of securing those funds was discussed by MEXT 

officials, supervisors at the Prefectural and City Boards of Education, school principals, 

and teachers themselves in Chapter 6. Second, this issue affects how the 2020 Course of 

Study is appropriated in classrooms. In terms of the curriculum, if MEXT advocates for 
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a more cross-curricular approach at the elementary school level, then the homeroom 

teachers or tantō teachers would be better suited because they are familiar with the 

entire elementary school curriculum, they teach most subjects, and they teach at one 

school full-time. If the cross-curricular approach is not as important as linguistic gains 

in English proficiency among young learners, then MEXT needs, in terms of EFL 

education, abandon an integrated approach. Would an integrated approach for Grades 1-

4, and then a specialized approach similar to junior and senior high school, for Grades 

5-6 be the best method for elementary school students? It is hoped that the findings of 

this study contribute to future research on this important pedagogical issue. 

 

English Rooms 

Two participating schools made English rooms and sometimes used this 

classroom to teach English. The English room was a safe environment where it was 

acceptable, for both students and the teacher, to make mistakes as they communicate in 

English. Sawa Elementary School and Mori Elementary School made an English room 

using an unused classroom. This English room was shared amongst all the teachers in 

the school, so sometimes I observed lessons in the English room, and sometimes in the 

regular classroom. The senka teacher at Mori Elementary School used the English room 

in the 2022-2022 academic year, but when I watched the homeroom teachers do their 

lessons in previous years, they used their own classroom. Some teachers commented 

that they found it a nuisance to have the students move because it took time, while other 

teachers found the regular classroom cramped and having an English room helped them 
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mentally prepare to teach English. However, I noticed that once English became a 

subject, the teachers in Grades 5 and 6 hardly used the English room. I asked one 

homeroom teacher at Sawa Elementary School about this change and he said that now 

that English was an academic subject like math, social studies, and Japanese, he thought 

that the Grade 6 students should study English like all the other subjects in the regular 

classroom. He added that he was not against using it, but thought it was better suited for 

Grades 3 and 4 where English was not an academic subject. Though I understood his 

opinion, still I found it a little disappointing that the teachers’ views towards English 

had changed now that it was an academic subject. 

This change in teacher behavior of not using the English room could be viewed 

as an expression of the professionalism that the teachers approached dealing with 

implementing English in the national curriculum. It was uncertain if this change in 

approach was an individual preference or something the entire faculty had decided. The 

fact that the senka teacher at Mori Elementary School conducted all her lessons in the 

English room, while the other schools both stopped using it suggests that it was a 

decision the school administration or faculty made. This study was focused on how 

English as a subject for Grades 5 and 6 was implemented in schools. Future research 

into how schools approach teaching English activities in Grades 3 and 4 and English as 

subject in Grades 5 and 6 could possibly reveal insights into teachers’ and institutional 

views towards the two subject areas. 
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Collaborative Learning 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School was able to implement English in 

unique ways that most public elementary schools cannot. First, through the initiative of 

the Grade 6 junior high school English teacher, the school was able to implement 

collaborative learning between the junior high school students and elementary school 

students. One such lesson was with Grade 6 and Grade 9 students talking about their 

school trips together. Both the Grade 6 and Grade 9 students sat together in small 

groups in a large meeting room. The Grade 9 students used tablets to showed pictures of 

places they had visited on their school trip, things they had done, food they had eaten, 

and so on. As they showed these pictures most of the Grade 9 students read from a 

script. The Grade 6 students in each group listened to the presentation and asked 

questions in Japanese at the end if they had any. The Grade 6 students then practiced 

giving their presentation. The Grade 9 students listened to the Grade 6 students and then 

give advice concerning grammar errors, pronunciation, and basic presentation skills. 

The school also planned a reading buddy lesson between Grade 6 students and 

Grade 9 students. The Grade 6 junior high school English teacher had prepared low 

level graded readers for the Grade 6 students to select from. The students chose a 

graded reader that looked interesting and returned to their group, where one or two 

Grade 9 students helped the student read the book. In some groups, the Grade 9 student 

first read the book aloud and then the Grade 6 student tried to read. The Grade 9 

students listened and pronounced words or explained aspects of phonics, such as 

consonant blends or vowel blends, or explained the meaning of words or sentences that 
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the Grade 6 students did not understand. During this lesson I watched one Grade 6 boy 

applying his knowledge of basic phonics by trying to decode the words on the page. By 

the end of the class, he had made progress in his reading and had enjoyed the chance to 

work with the older students. 

These types of extra activities at Yama Elementary and Junior High School 

supported many of the goals of the 2020 Course of Study. Integrating the school trips 

into the lessons and having both the Grade 6 and Grade 9 students discuss their trips 

made the presentations meaningful and created an authentic communicative language 

activity (実際のコミュニケーション) for the students. The language activity had a clear 

communicative purpose because the audience was not the same students who went on 

the trip. It contributed to developing an attachment to Japanese culture because both 

school trips were to places inside Japan, which required the students to introduce the 

places, the things they had learned, the local food they had eaten, and so forth. Overall, 

this collaborative learning approach attempted to develop the new qualities and 

competencies of self-directed, interactive, and deep learning (主体的・対話的で深い学

び, General Provisions, p. 3) among the Grade 6 and Grade 9 students. Not all public 

elementary schools can do the same collaborative learning activities, but similar ones, 

for example between Grade 6 students and Grade 4 students could be undertaken. 

 

Summary of Chapter 7 

In this chapter I addressed my last research question, which was (a) how the 

three participating schools approached policy implementation; and (b) how closely the 
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teachers’ appropriation of EFL lessons corresponded with the principles in the 2020 

Course of Study. I began with my analysis of how the participating schools dealt with 

implementing the new academic subject of English as a foreign language. I defined the 

types of English teachers in this study and explained how the programs at each school 

changed due to internal and external developments. I provided evidence that teachers 

have agency and voice in how policy was to be implemented even though it did not lead 

to long-term changes. I also demonstrated that adjustments took on a form of bricolage 

for school administrators and teachers. I then investigated how policy was appropriated 

by teachers at the classrooms level. l demonstrated how the English curriculum was a 

site of conflict over competing discourses and how the discourse of global competition 

had replaced the discourse of international understanding. I showed that teachers were 

meeting the goals of many of the language skills presented in the 2020 Course of Study. 

 However, the findings of the classroom observations also indicated that the 

teachers were struggling to effectively teach listening skills and emergent reading skills. 

I argued that one possible reason for this is that the 2020 Course of Study did not 

provide enough guidance for teachers on how to promote foreign language acquisition 

and that teachers do not have an adequate understanding of how to conduct 

communicative language teaching in order to develop effective listening and reading 

skills among these new young learners. I then argued that the discourse of expertise 

manifested in classroom practices affected how certain teachers approached their EFL 

lessons. Lastly, I covered three additional features that surfaced as I observed the 

teachers conduct lessons. Those features were the dynamics of co-teaching between the 
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teachers, the use of English rooms to conduct those lessons, and collaborative learning 

at one of the participating schools. In the next chapter I present my interpretation and 

discussion of the issues. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 

 

In this chapter, I interpret the key data findings from this ethnography of 

language policy. Thus far, I have analyzed and presented data on policy as document 

(Chapter 5), policy as discourse (Chapter 6), and policy as practice (Chapter 7) in terms 

of my three research questions. The aim of this chapter is to synthesize those findings in 

order to gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of the processes and mechanics 

involved in creating and appropriating the 2020 Elementary School English Course of 

Study. I begin this chapter by reviewing the main findings from each data chapter as 

they relate to the three research questions in this study. I then discuss the implications 

for policy creation and implementation. That discussion is followed by an examination 

of policy implications for practice and pedagogy. I close this chapter by considering the 

theoretical implications. 

 

Overview 

This study has revealed that the educational language policy reform expressed in 

the 2020 Course of Study involved the multilayered interaction between stakeholders 

situated at various levels across the Japanese education system. At the national level, 

policymakers and prominent researchers discussed, debated, and drafted the Course of 

Study documents and related materials. The regional and local Boards of Education 

transmitted and reformulated the policy to meet local needs and shaped how schools 
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prepared. This power influenced how school principals made important decisions about 

who would teach EFL lessons, as the teachers made adjustments to these decisions as 

they prepared and conducted English lessons. In this way, this study’s findings follow 

earlier assertions that policy implementation is a process (Ball, 1992; Forrester & 

Garratt, 2016; Gibton, 2016; Ozga, 2000), supports Ricento and Hornberger’s (1996) 

claim that policy implementation is multilayered, and parallels findings from several 

other ethnographies of language policy (e.g., Canh & Chi, 2012; McCarty, 2011; 

Nguyen et al., 2016; Zhang & Hu, 2010). This study’s findings demonstrate the 

importance of the Course of Study and how it is the national standard of the school 

curriculum, all of which have been noted by previous researchers (e.g., Butler, 2007; 

Nakayasu, 2016; Noda & O’Regan, 2020; Saito, 2021). 

However, this study makes an important contribution to ethnographies of 

language policy (Hornberger, 2006; Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 2009a, 

2018) because in it I examined how the previous approach of English foreign language 

activities was reformulated into a new academic subject of English as a Foreign 

Language in Japan’s national elementary school curriculum. The multiple interviews 

with MEXT officials, national-level policymakers, and important stakeholders in 

regional and local Boards of Education revealed conflicts between government agencies 

and internal disputes within MEXT over the important limited resource of lesson time 

in the national curriculum. Moreover, as I stated earlier in the literature review, previous 

language policy and planning research has tended to focus solely on policy, 

policymakers, and teachers (e.g., Menken & Garcia, 2010). Earlier studies on 
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elementary school English in Japan (e.g., Gaynor, 2018; Harris, 2017; Machida, 2016; 

Machida & Walsh, 2015) had not contained interviews with MEXT officials, national-

level advisors, supervisors from regional and local Boards of Education, and school 

principals. Some researchers in other contexts, such as China (Wang, 2010), Korea 

(Choi, 2019), and Singapore (Chua & Soo, 2019) have investigated the struggles of 

advisors at the meso level, but they tended to focus on one individual. This study 

included supervisors from three City Boards of Education along with a Senior 

Supervisor of Elementary School English from the Prefectural Board of Education to 

investigate the role that local and regional Boards of Education played in policy 

implementation on matters such as teacher training, and the power they have—in part 

through funding allocation—in determining which principals and teachers (e.g., 

homeroom teacher, tantō, senka) will be the main agents of implementation. These 

national and regional level decisions had implications for the range of options that 

teachers had in appropriating the 2020 Course of Study in their lessons, for example the 

decisions about the number of lesson hours to allot to English education, the 

methodology advocated for EFL lessons, and the textbooks and other teaching materials 

used in classrooms. 

Another important contribution this study makes is that it also included 

classroom observations at three participating schools, which were located in different 

cities within the same prefecture. The findings demonstrate how different approaches by 

the city Boards of Education influenced policy implementation at the schools, both 

positively and negatively. Furthermore, based on the data collected during 17 months of 
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field work between September 2018 to December 2021, I was able to report the varying 

degrees of change at all three schools over a period of three years. These adjustments 

were expressed in the theme of bricolage in the data chapters of policy as discourse 

(Chapter 6) and policy as practice (Chapter 7). In the next sections, I discuss the 

findings from the research questions. 

 

Competition Between Shifting Discourses and Ideologies 

The first research question asked how certain domestic and international 

discourses were expressed, both explicitly and implicitly, in the 2020 Course of Study, 

and what educational and sociopolitical ideologies were revealed. In this section I 

discuss two changing discourses and analyze how these discourses were presented to 

achieve political and socioeconomic goals along with certain educational goals. First, I 

explain how the discourse of crisis was used in the 2020 Course of Study and its 

implications. I then examine the discourse of globalization, which is now connected to 

the sustained socioeconomic development of the nation and the implications on not only 

elementary school EFL, but English language education in general. That discussion is 

followed by the findings on how the 2020 Course of Study introduced a new discourse 

on education. I close the section on the sociopolitical ideologies expressed towards 

foreign language education in the education system and how English was integrated into 

the national curriculum. 
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Discourse of Crisis  

This discourse of crisis originated in the 2020 Course of Study documents, and 

as I explained in the Chapter 5, was used in every subject, except moral education, to 

justify changes to the 2020 Course of Study. The discourse of crisis presented threats to 

social stability. For example, certain demographic changes, such as an aging-society 

and the continuous declining birthrate have led to a decrease in the working-age 

population. Even though most modern societies experience a natural decline in 

birthrates (Rosling et al., 2018) this decline is expressed as a crisis in the 2020 Course 

of Study. Globalization and continuing technological innovations, such as artificial 

intelligence, were changing the way companies operate and hire people; therefore, the 

knowledge and skills acquired at schools must also change to meet these socioeconomic 

demands. MEXT promoted a narrative that the government and all stakeholders are 

compelled to act and that any revisions introduced in the policy are necessary because 

there will be serious consequences if nothing is done. This discourse supports 

Aspinall’s (2013) conceptualization of risk theory, introduced in Chapter 2. Aspinall 

argued that Japanese policymakers were managing internal and external risks with 

decisions to engage or not to engage with certain policy initiatives. The discourse of 

crisis, as it is formulated in the 2020 Course of Study documents, presents such a claim. 

More importantly, in terms of the national curriculum, the discourse of crisis, as 

formulated in the 2020 Course of Study, states that the contents of the traditional 

curriculum, which was once taught in the schooling system is becoming (or has 

become) obsolete. Therefore, the discourse of crisis can be conceptualized as an 
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extension of the continuous discursive battle between traditional and progressive 

principles of education in Japan (e.g., Schoppa, 1991; Takayama, 2018; Takayama & 

Lingard, 2018; Willis & Rappleye, 2011a). However, through the discourse of crisis 

MEXT has reformulated the purpose of the school curriculum with three new 

fundamental principles of (a) skills and knowledge (知識及び技能); (b) abilities of 

reasoning, thinking, and expression (思考力・判断力・表現力), and; (c) cultivating an 

interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向かう力・人間性), all of which I 

presented in my analysis of policy as document in Chapter 5. This realignment of the 

national curriculum represents what Moore (2000) referred to as the social construction 

of the curriculum, which is the idea that what students gain in schools should be related 

to the developing needs of the country and not the individual student. Moore (2000) 

specifically stated, “these theories argue that society is undergoing some really radical 

change involving a break from the past, necessitating a major revision of school 

knowledge and the education system. Most major education reports begin by describing 

a scenario of this type” (p. 19). Though the principles presented in this discourse move 

away from a content-based curriculum and focus on more progressive ideas of lifelong 

learning and promoting reasoning, thinking, and expression, they also appeal to the 

more traditional views of education, which promote that the schooling system should be 

for the nation (Sato, 2011; Seargeant, 2011; Takayama, 2007, 2009, 2018). In Chapter 6 

I presented excerpts from several national level policymakers who spoke of the 

influence of CEFR and the use of Can-Do lists, which demonstrates how the national 

curriculum in Japan is slowly shifting away from a curriculum that emphasizes learning 
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facts and towards one that emphasizes student learning outcomes. These changes are 

progressive and are positive attempts by MEXT to upgrade the school curriculum from 

elementary school to high school. The findings of this study suggest that MEXT has 

used the discourse of crisis to justify making these revisions. 

In terms of elementary school EFL programs, previous researchers have 

questioned the discourse of crisis that governments have used to promote lowering the 

starting age and developing elementary school EFL programs (Baldauf et al., 2010; 

Enever, 2018; Kaplan et al., 2011; Spolsky & Moon, 2012). As I explained earlier, 

some language policy researchers (Block et al., 2012; Holborow, 2015; Ricento, 2000, 

2018) demonstrated that arguments that current educational problems of performance 

can be solved by providing interventions earlier to younger students are connected to 

the neoliberal principles promoted in education through the discourse on globalization, 

which I now turn to. 

 

Discourse of Globalization 

Closely related to the discourse of crisis is the discourse on globalization, which 

was conceptualized as the driving force behind creating the crisis. Previous researchers 

(e.g., Aspinall, 2011, 2013; Kubota & McKay, 2009; Okano & Tsuchida, 1999; 

Schoppa, 1991) demonstrated that the earlier crisis in education was conceptualized to 

have been caused by a strict and condensed curriculum, which led to what Takayama 

(2008, 2009) referred to as a crisis with legitimacy. As explained in Chapters 1 and 2, 

there have been changes in how the Japanese government has used globalization as a 
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precursor to change the education system by redefining previously ambiguous terms, 

such as kosei (individuality), yutori (low pressure), and kokoro (hearts and minds) with 

neoliberal ideologies and neoconservative meanings, and changed the Fundamental Law 

of Education by replacing the educational principles of world peace with national 

interests, democracy with competition, and equality with differences in abilities (Nitta, 

2019; Sato, 2011; Takayama, 2008, 2009, 2010; Takayama & Lingard, 2018). 

The 2020 Course of Study extends the discourse of globalization. Tables 3 and 4 

in Chapter 5 summarize the dimensions within the discourse of globalization as 

presented in the new 2020 Course of Study documents. Earlier researchers had focused 

on the notion of international education, which promoted an open posture toward 

international understanding, the awareness of other countries and cultures, and the 

diversity within Japan (e.g., Butler & Iino, 2005; Esaki & Shintani, 2010; Kobayashi, 

2013; Ninomiya et al., 2009). Furthermore, the discourse of globalization was used to 

present international trends and standards in education as normative and thus 

legitimized the implementation of EFL into the elementary school curriculum. 

However, no research, neither domestic nor international, was cited in the 2020 Course 

of Study, so it was ambiguous which international standards MEXT was referencing. 

Furthermore, the discourse of globalization conceptualized the learning of English as 

indispensable for all Japanese citizens, with some researchers (e.g., Kubota, 2016; 

Kubota & Takeda, 2021; Motobayashi, 2020; Okano, 2018) arguing that this position 

marginalizes other language speakers and communities in Japan. In Chapter 6, I 

presented excerpts of interviews with national level advisors and teachers who 
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expressed concern towards the shift in policy away from a multilingual approach that 

promoted enjoyment and fulfillment for learning and communicating in a foreign 

language to only focusing on English for future goals. Those participants, especially the 

classroom teachers, expressed concern that it would lead more children to dislike 

English earlier. The findings demonstrated that the discourse of crisis was used to 

warrant changing the Course of Study and validating new policy initiatives. 

Furthermore, the discourse on globalization, which promoted global competition and 

sustained socioeconomic development was also used by MEXT to seek international 

recognition and secure public confidence in the reform decisions. These findings 

provide support to Dye’s (2013) assertation that policy processes have six phases of: (a) 

detection of a problem that must be addressed; (b) setting an agenda for what will 

change; (c) creating proposals and policy options; (d) developing support for the policy; 

(e) implementation, and; (f) evaluating the change. In the 2020 Course of Study, the 

discourses of crisis and globalization were used to detect socioeconomic and 

educational problems that must be tackled. The authors then proposed that if changes 

are not implemented the consequences would be harmful. By making these claims, 

MEXT sought support for the new policy changes and revisions. This is how these 

discourses were used, both explicitly and implicitly, in the 2020 Elementary School 

Course of Study documents. 
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Ideological Views Towards Education and EFL 

In this section I review this study’s findings concerning sociopolitical ideologies 

expressed in the 2020 Course of Study. I begin by examining the progressive and 

traditional ideologies towards education reform. I then discuss the ideologies that 

surround the purposes of foreign language education and the integration of English as a 

subject into Japan’s elementary school national curriculum. 

 

Conflicting Ideologies Towards Education 

The findings from the analysis of policy documents revealed that both 

progressive reforms and traditional views of education were presented in the 2020 

Course of Study. These two views at times contradicted each other and created 

problems for schools and teachers as they implemented policy and dealt with conflicting 

views. First, the 2020 Course of Study introduced a new progressive discourse on 

education, which was expressed through a new vocabulary and a fundamental change in 

the purpose of education. As I explained in Chapter 5, this change was designed to 

improve classroom performance through the realization of self-directed, interactive, and 

deep learning. These new principles of education introduced a new framework for 

teaching and learning because the 2020 Course of Study declared that the school 

curriculum needs to move beyond traditional forms of rote learning. Students need to 

develop better problem-solving skills, make independent judgements, and express their 

opinions. Thus, an updated assessment framework was introduced based on the three 

fundamental principles (三つの柱) of acquisition of knowledge and skills (知識及び技能
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), the abilities to reason, make decisions, expression (思考力・判断力・表現力), and 

cultivating an interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向かう力・人間性). To 

achieve this, the 2020 Course of Study advocates for a cross-curricular approach to 

teaching because students need to learn to collaborate with others, identify and solve 

problems, learn to seek out new information on their own, and express their ideas and 

opinions. All of these revisions can be considered an extension of the curriculum debate 

(e.g., Rasmussen et al., 2021; Tedesco et al., 2014; Trilling & Fadel, 2009; Young, 

2013) in Japan. 

Although progressive discourses toward education reform are in the 2020 

Course of Study, a conservative ideology towards education is also present. This 

traditional ideology places moral education as a special subject across the curriculum, 

and tries to preserve notions of national language, culture, and identity. Following 

Blommaert’s (2005) critical analysis of discourse, the 2020 Course of Study revealed 

that culture was being distinguished from learning a foreign language in order to 

possibly preserve a national identity among elementary school students. In the lessons 

that I observed, I did not see aspects of culture incorporated or explicitly taught in 

English lessons. Teachers only focused on teaching the prescribed target vocabulary and 

phrases. The reinforcement of a national identity among students was accomplished by 

incorporating themes about talking about school life, conducting presentations about the 

towns or cities where students live, and famous places, food, and customs in other 

prefectures across Japan. This fact shows that foreign language education in Japan’s 
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public elementary school system remains politically charged in regards to language, 

culture, and national identity. 

Furthermore, the 2020 Course of Study contextualizes foreign language 

education as individual bilingualism and does not recognize the fact that the aims and 

goals of the 2020 elementary school, junior high school, and high school English 

Courses of Study combined are to create a bilingual (Japanese and English speaking) 

society. As stated earlier, the discourse of crisis formulates the aims and goals of the 

2020 Course of Study necessary for the nation; however, when it comes to foreign 

language education, the aims and goals are formulated towards the individual and not 

the national level. The findings of this study provide further evidence that certain 

traditional and progressive ideologies and sociopolitical discourses of education are 

ever present and constantly evolving. Nevertheless, by using the discourse on 

globalization to claim that foreign language skills are now required for all its citizens, 

the Japanese government has to justify a 10-year foreign language program that strives 

for higher levels of English proficiency among all citizens and improvements on 

international tests. How MEXT will overcome this conflict between the sociopolitical 

ideologies of Japan as a monolingual society and Japan as a bilingual (Japanese and 

English speaking) society needs to be addressed in future studies. 

 

Ideological Views Towards ELF 

As explained in Chapter 5, the 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study 

formulated the goals and contents of what will be learnt, suggested how classes should 
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be taught, established an updated framework for assessing learning outcomes, and 

framed the contents of the new elementary school English textbooks. The findings from 

the critical analysis of discourse (Blommaert, 2005) of the policy documents revealed 

that the rationale for lowering the starting-age and the reason for establishing English as 

a subject were conceptualized as the same issue. In addition, foreign language education 

was characterized as a future skill required for work, which commodifies the learning of 

a foreign language rather than promoting it as a necessary language skill that 

elementary school students need and can use now. This point does not fully match with 

the ideology of globalization and sustained development which promotes the narrative 

that earlier is better in regards to EFL. It also suggests that a conservative ideological 

view towards education, which argues that elementary schools are not the place for 

foreign language education, is also present in the policy documents. This point confirms 

Forrester and Garratt’s (2016) position that education policies contain a range of 

competing philosophies, traditions, and ideologies that can be viewed as 

complementary, contradictory, or a combination of both. 

The 2020 Course of Study places a general importance on communication for 

learning a foreign language; however, communication has not been directly connected 

to the goals of learning English. English is presented in the policy documents as a 

widely used language with international status (e.g., lingua franca, international 

language of communication), and it has been implicitly linked to economic activity, 

social necessity, and political power. All of these points suggest that there is a certain 

degree of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1992) or prestige in both offering and learning 
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the language. However, to seek a standardized approach to foreign language learning, 

the findings of this study support earlier research that the needs of other linguistic 

communities in Japan, such as the Korean, Chinese, and Portuguese communities, have 

been overlooked (e.g., Fairbrother, 2015; Motobayashi, 2020; Okano, 2006; Torikai, 

2005). This point refers the discursive battle between international understanding and 

globalization. International understanding at the elementary school level focused on 

developing international orientation and broadening student perspectives on the world 

by exposing them to several languages and not concentrating on gaining proficiency in 

one language at this foundational stage. The discourse on globalization proposes that 

linguistic gains in English are necessary for socioeconomic reasons; therefore, younger 

students must learn more English faster for the sustained development of the nation. 

Because of Japan’s centralized education system, it is questionable that communities, 

schools, and teachers have the autonomy and resources to make linguistic choices of 

what languages they can teach in schools. Having options available for all students 

would be ideal, but considering the fact many schools and teachers in this study 

struggled to effectively teach English because of limited financial and human resources 

(e.g., having enough qualified teachers) it is questionable if a decentralized approach 

would generate improvements. 

The findings from the document analysis demonstrated that the 2020 Elementary 

School Course of Study is focused on teaching language structures that are to be learned 

in a linear fashion, which is similar to the methodology already in place in junior and 

senior high school. Rather than introducing a new communicative language teaching 
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approach for elementary school EFL, the policy tries to bridge opposing methodologies 

by emphasizing real and authentic language activities while also carefully planning and 

limiting what teachers can and cannot teach. These findings demonstrate that MEXT 

continues to plan and control foreign language learning. Now in Japan, it is compulsory 

that students start learning English from Grade 3 and the learning of EFL has increased 

from 6 years to 10 years. This means four years in elementary school, three years of 

English in junior high school, and another three years in high school with students—in 

the public school system—not having the choice to select another language. Only time 

will tell if this approach will bring the desired results that MEXT seeks with improved 

levels of English proficiency as expressed in scores on international tests, or if there 

will be negative washback with more students disliking English or not seeing the utility 

of investing time and effort into acquiring the language. 

 

Understanding Participants’ Roles in Policy Implementation 

In this section I discuss the findings from the second research question, which 

asked how the participants, who were situated at different positions across the education 

system, viewed their role and what challenges they encountered during the processes of 

English language policy creation and transmission. In this study, the process 

commenced at the national level of the education system where policy was created, and 

then was transmitted and recontextualized at the regional level to match local needs and 

demands, before it was appropriated by teachers in the three participating schools. The 

findings from interviews with various participants situated across the education system 
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revealed issues of power, agency, and voice as it came to implementing a new 

educational language policy. 

Political agendas existed during the process of policy creation and were revealed 

in the interviews with advisors who worked on composing the 2020 Course of Study. 

These agendas primarily consisted of external politics between government agencies 

and issues of accountability, plus internal political and hierarchical battles within 

MEXT for the limited resource of lesson time. The findings illuminated three distinct 

discourses during policy creation and transmission. The first was the continuing 

discursive battle between conservative and progression discourses of education, which I 

initially presented in Chapter 2 and were also evident in Chapter 5. The interviews 

revealed that a discourse of expertise emerged, which empowered certain people while 

limiting agency and voice for other participants. The interviews also revealed that 

several participants, from national level MEXT advisors, supervisors at the local Boards 

of Education, and teachers questioned the ideology of globalization and sustained 

development, which promoted an English-only discourse and advocated for a 

multilingual approach at the elementary school level. The findings also disclosed that 

participants had to work with limited resources of time, qualifications, staffing issues, 

and budgetary constraints that all contributed to the need for bricolage. Lastly, the 

participants’ comments indicated that they all had to deal with ambiguity due to unclear 

policy borrowing and referencing along with sudden policy announcements, which 

further caused the processes of policy implementation to take on a form of bricolage. 
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The interview data indicated that bricolage emerged at all three levels. Bricolage 

occurred during policy creation as policymakers debated new terminology, were forced 

to make adjustments because the lesson time allotted for English changed from three 

lessons to two lessons per week, and dealt with personnel changes and political 

infighting inside MEXT. Participants at the meso level, the supervisors at the local 

Boards of Education, also had to make adjustments because of sudden MEXT changes 

in policy towards managing the lesson time of public elementary school teachers. The 

supervisors spoke of the difficulties they experienced individually, but they also talked 

about the challenges the Boards of Education faced as they tried to balance following 

MEXT directives while also supporting the local needs of the schools in their area. 

These findings support the conclusions of earlier researchers who examined how mid-

level administrators dealt with changing discourses, national directives, and limitations 

of administrative leadership practices in schools as they oversaw policy implementation 

in Korea (Choi, 2019), Singapore (Chua & Soo, 2019), China (Wang, 2010), and Japan 

(McConnell, 2002). Furthermore, school principals also explained the challenges their 

schools faced on a daily basis as the schools and teachers made efforts to implement a 

new academic subject of Foreign Languages into the curriculum and assess learning 

with a new framework. Those challengers included, but were not limited to, debating 

where to find the extra time for EFL lessons, how to conduct the three 15-minute 

modules or the two 45-minute lessons, finding preparation time, and deciding which 

teachers (homeroom teacher, tantō, or senka) should teach English. 
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Power and authority were expressed through a discourse of expertise, which 

emerged from the interview data. What ended up counting as expertise were well-

established academics whose field of research was high school or university English 

and not elementary school education. Because those individuals were then positioned 

higher, their voices were heard. Contrastively, those who had years of experience 

teaching and working in elementary schools, but were considered new to the field of 

EFL/ESL, such as elementary school teachers, had a lower status and their voices in 

policy creation and implementation were limited, or as Professor Mann commented, 

completely ignored. Another example of how the structure of power and authority 

worked in the education system was displayed in the instance of the City Board of 

Education cutting the tantō system at Sawa Elementary School without investigating its 

worth as a potential alternative. The results of this study demonstrate an overreliance on 

established expertise in English education rather than seeking out new innovative 

researchers, teachers, and approaches from important fields, such as elementary school 

pedagogy, child development, and child psychology. If MEXT seeks an improved and 

integrated elementary school curriculum, then it should incorporate more experts from 

other fields. 

The findings of this study suggest that the discourse of expertise and the theme 

of bricolage were interrelated. Issues of qualifications for teachers and supervisors, 

resources for teachers and teacher training, understaffed Boards of Education, which 

were presented in the theme of bricolage, were also connected to the discourse of 

expertise. Those issues revealed that certain levels within the education system were ill-
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prepared to shoulder the burden of implementing English-as-a-subject into the 

education system. One possible interpretation of this fact is that it caused a reliance on 

the established English experts. Alternatively, another interpretation is that because 

MEXT relied on experts who had a certain idea of what elementary school English 

should be like, added to the need for bricolage because they did not understand the 

realities of elementary school education. It is difficult to determine which is the causal 

agent; however, by conceptualizing the structure of the education system as an open 

system, the different components and the conflict between the different parts of the 

system can be understood. The need for and usage of bricolage was the attempt by the 

participants to overcome problems caused by the discord, inconsistencies, oppositions, 

and contradictions as policy was created, recontextualized, transmitted, and finally 

appropriated in classrooms. 

Previous research findings suggest that at the national level there was a protocol 

and structure to policy revisions for the Courses of Study (e.g., Azuma, 2002; Butler & 

Iino, 2005; Nakayasu, 2016; Saito, 2021). The findings of this study support those 

claims; however, this study was not just an examination of curriculum revisions; it was 

an investigation into how a new subject was created and implemented in the national 

curriculum. Some findings of this study corroborate an earlier study by Ishii (1998), 

who examined the political and education processes behind the reconfiguring of the 

Grade 1-2 curriculum in order to create a new subject of seikatsuka, or Life Sciences. 

Ishii’s research revealed the complicated process of education policy formulation at the 

national level because of the continuous ideological battles between progressive and 
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conservative views of the purpose of education, the role of moral education, along with 

pedagogical debates surrounding child-centered approaches and the contents of 

subjects. Ishii’s study revealed that the process was slow and methodical, taking 

decades to get the policy introduced into the national curriculum. The findings of this 

study illustrated a similar ideological debate on elementary school EFL policy and 

given the fact that MEXT officials had considered establishing English as a subject in 

2005, the process of EFL policy implementation was also slow and methodical. 

Two possible conclusions can be drawn from this study findings and Ishii’s 

(1998) investigation. First, the elementary school curriculum remains a site of conflict 

between traditional and progressive ideologies of the purpose and role of the education 

system in Japanese society. Second, there are established mechanisms and protocols for 

the process of policy implementation in Japan’s education system. These mechanisms 

and protocols might be set for a more top-down direction rather than for bottom-up 

initiatives. Furthermore, Ishii (1998) revealed how the Central Council on Education 

and business organizations were all involved in policy formulation to promote their 

agendas. The findings of this study demonstrated similar conclusions in terms of EFL 

education and how outside forces influenced MEXT decisions regarding certain 

discourses, such as promoting the discourse of globalization and sustained 

socioeconomic development. 

Another finding of this study was that policy formulation at the national level 

was debated and planned over 10-year cycles, but the implementation into the system 

was sudden for the schools and created unnecessary difficulties for officials at the local 
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Boards of Education, school administrators, and teachers. Those difficulties included, 

but were not limited to, understanding new vocabulary presented in the discourses 

contained in the policy documents, unclear definitions open to interpretation (e.g., what 

constitutes a language activity), sudden MEXT directives, and teachers using new 

textbooks that they did not select. In addition, the policy required elementary school 

teachers to use a mixed methodology of teaching language structures while also 

teaching communication. For these new language teachers who have limited training 

and experience in teaching English, the classroom observations demonstrated that this 

approach unintentionally created problems in the classroom. 

This study’s findings demonstrated how adding English into the national 

curriculum suddenly placed increased pressures on schools and teachers due to limited 

resources in the education system. This strain suggests that the current processes and 

mechanisms of policy implementation might not be as effective as once thought. Even 

though the schools in this study had an approximate two-year window to prepare, that 

timeframe proved to be insufficient, particularly because several adjustments were 

being made at the schools during this time period. I address this issue of how the 

schools and teachers implemented the policy in more detail in the next section. 

 

Appropriating Policy in Classrooms 

The final research question asked how the three participating schools 

approached policy implementation and how closely the teachers’ appropriation of EFL 

lessons corresponded with principles in the 2020 Course of Study. The findings from 
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the fieldwork at the participating schools revealed that bricolage did not occur equally 

across the three macro-, meso-, and micro-levels of the education system. Across those 

layers of policy implementation, the area that appeared to have the greatest need to 

utilize bricolage were the schools and the teachers because they were required to adjust 

and use a montage of resources to meet policy demands. The findings from the 

interviews demonstrated that this occurred at the micro level where educational 

language policy initiatives are turned into practice. 

 

Challenges for Schools 

The scope of bricolage at the three participating schools differed. Based on 17 

months of field work between September 2018 to December 2021, I was able to observe 

varying degrees of change at all the schools. As explained in Chapter 7, all three 

schools were preparing for the homeroom teachers to conduct lessons during the pre-

implementation period, but in the first year of implementation (2020-2021) all three 

schools changed their approaches in varying degrees. By the second year of 

implementation (2021-2022) all three schools had shifted away from homeroom 

teachers to using senka English teachers. In addition, in Chapter 6, I presented excerpts 

from supervisors from each of the three Boards of Education connected to the schools 

and long excerpts from teachers and school administrators. Yama Elementary and 

Junior High School is located in a large city with approximately 290 public elementary 

schools. Because of the size of the population, the City Board of Education has a certain 

level of autonomy regarding school administration and is not under the authority of the 
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Prefectural Board of Education. But because it must oversee about 290 elementary 

schools, as well as the junior high schools, the Board of Education must effectively 

manage a large number of schools with limited resources. This limitation created 

problems at the school, as I showed with the excerpt from my interview with the school 

principal who had complained of a lack of support from the City Board of Education. 

This was the same Board of Education that added extra directives for the schools to use 

videos and teach phonics. Of the three schools, in the second year of implementation, 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School appeared to make several ad hoc 

adjustments, such as using various teachers to teach the curriculum, with up to four 

teachers in a classroom for one English lesson. 

Similarly, Sawa Elementary School began using three teachers to supervise their 

English program, which other teachers stated created confusion. In addition, many 

teachers at that school complained that the City Board of Education did not provide 

them with enough support, even though there were only five other elementary schools 

in the city. Because there was a certain level of autonomy afforded to the school, Ms. 

Maehara was able to use her position as a veteran teacher to initiate the tantō system for 

teaching English. However, that was short-lived because the City Board of Education 

collaborated with the Prefectural Board of Education to provide senka teachers for the 

elementary schools. This sudden change caused the school to modify their approach to 

EFL lessons. 

Contrastively, Mori Elementary School’s approach, based on my observations 

and interviews with participants, was more systematic and planned. The Board of 
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Education used a network of principals (kōchō-kai校長会), which met regularly to 

discuss important issues. As explained earlier, the principals decided on a course of 

action and then informed the City Board of Education. This is an example of policy that 

is made at the school level and then transmitted to and adopted by the Board of 

Education. In other words, the flow is not meso to micro, but micro to meso. This is one 

example of a grass-roots bottom-up policy creation. No definitive conclusions can be 

drawn from this point, but it does address one of the gaps in the literature on 

understanding how the processes and mechanisms within the education system work in 

regards to policy implementation. It also offers support for Yokota’s (2020) assertion 

that the leadership role of school principals in Japan’s education system is a complex 

blend of styles because of the legal responsibilities that define the role of a school 

principal and the mechanisms in the education system. Clearly, more research is needed 

in this important area of school leadership and comparative educational administration, 

and I hope that the findings of this study help facilitate that. 

 

Teacher Appropriation of Policy 

Reflecting on the lessons I observed for this study, the main classroom practices 

were, (a) listen and repeat after the teacher, (b) listen to the conversations or 

monologues presented in the digital textbooks, (c) practice or perform presentations, (d) 

play vocabulary games, and (e) copy words or phrases into worksheets. Classroom 

practices tended to focus on linguistic accuracy by providing a template for students to 

follow for oral production or to copy from with spaces for them to add words when 
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writing. This type of language activity tended to focus on the rote learning of 

prefabricated phrases and did not allow students to create hypothesis about how English 

works through experimentation by trying to create their own utterances to convey 

meaning, which was done in lessons at the three participating schools before English 

became an academic subject. The language activities that I observed after English 

became an academic subject focused on accuracy. As stated in the 2020 Course of 

Study, the aims and goals of elementary school EFL programs are to develop the four 

language skills of listening, speaking, both conversational and presentations, reading, 

and writing. Based on this study’s classroom observations, teachers were able to match 

most of the aims and goals of the 2020 Course of Study in terms of teaching oral skills, 

both conversational and presentations, and writing skills. However, providing input, 

teaching listening skills, and developing emergent reading skills were problematic. 

 

Output Skills of Speaking and Writing 

Oral production activities tended to be simple question-answer information gap-

type tasks between students using fixed phrases. Teachers used language games that 

required the students to repeat the target vocabulary or phrases, such as the Keyword 

Game where students listen and repeat target vocabulary with the teacher in a playful 

activity. These types of activities were necessary because Grade 5 and 6 students were 

learning many new English words. However, from my observations, most of the oral 

production activities were focused on producing accurate output, with students only 

modifying their answers by adding a word into open slots in the phrases. I never 
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witnessed any teachers providing spontaneous playful role-play activities for students to 

use or build their linguistic repertoires and independently create new utterances in 

English. Sometimes one student might have said what they thought a word was in 

English, such as offering the suggestion of “number stick” for ruler, but this was not the 

same as allowing students to perform communicative language activities or tasks. 

The findings of this study support earlier researchers’ calls for teachers with 

sufficient levels of English oral fluency and the ability to implement age-appropriate 

methodologies to develop the English skills of elementary school students (Bland, 2015; 

Enever, 2015, 2018; Pinter, 2015, 2017). The previous 2011 Elementary School Course 

of Study, which mandated weekly Foreign Language Activities (English) into the Grade 

5 and 6 curriculum was focused solely on developing listening and speaking skills. That 

focus has been shifted to Grades 3 and 4. Oral/aural skills in the new Grade 5 and 6 

curriculum are developed through learning fixed phrases and expressions that are to be 

taught and learnt in language activities. This vague term of language activities can be 

interpreted to mean any activity that involves the target language, such as grammar-

translation activities, or playing a video for students to listen to without checking for 

comprehension. The problem originates in, or is at least exasperated by, the 2020 

Course of Study because the document calls for communitive language teaching, yet 

instructs teachers to focus on teaching predetermined language forms through an 

ambiguous definition of language activities. 

Though combining form-focused instruction and communicative language 

teaching is well supported in SLA literature (e.g., Leow, 2015; VanPatten, 2010, 2016) 
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based on this study’s findings, the 2020 Course of Study does not provide enough 

guidance for elementary school teachers on how to find a balanced approach in their 

English lessons. The problem is with the term language activities. This study’s findings 

suggest that a better definition of language activities, such as interactive language 

activities or communicative language activities, might lead to improvements in 

classroom instruction. It is hoped that a more practical definition might develop from 

the local level, or that a consensus might emerge over time regarding how to best define 

language activities for elementary school English language education. 

Most lessons reflected the goals in the 2020 Course of Study for speaking, 

which were students can: (a) use basic expressions to say and respond to simple 

instructions and requests, and (b) use simple words and expressions to communicate 

their thoughts and feelings about familiar topics, and simple matters related to their 

daily life. However, the students did not ask and answer spontaneous questions about 

themselves, another person, and things around them, which is the third goal of speaking. 

Everything was scaffolded using predetermined utterances and practiced several times. 

This method enabled the teachers to provide the students with corrective feedback on 

mistakes as long as the mistakes were with the predetermined phrases or the target 

vocabulary. At the time of data collection, it appears that the teachers tended to focus on 

only teaching the target phrases. Hopefully, as more teachers gain experience and 

become more familiar with the contents of the new curriculum, they will move beyond 

the traditional PPP-style of teaching and incorporate more interactive communicative 

language teaching methods to their EFL teaching repertoires. 
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In terms of writing skills, as the findings revealed, most activities consisted 

mainly of copying words, phrases, or sentences from textbooks. Many of the phrases 

were predetermined as students followed a set template and inserted target vocabulary 

in the spaces provided to complete the sentence. This way of teaching emergent writing 

skills is what was prescribed in the 2020 Course of Study documents. Students were not 

expected to compose their own sentences and were not required to memorize the 

spelling of target vocabulary. Most writing activities I observed were done using pencil 

and paper worksheets, but sometimes students used tablets and typed words looking at 

phrases from their textbook or what the teacher provided in PowerPoint slides. This 

method enabled the students to learn that words are spaced in English, that the first 

letter of an English sentence begins with a capital and ends with a dot for a period. 

Teachers were able to assist the students during writing activities because the students 

sat quietly at the desks so the teacher could walk around the classroom and help 

students who needed more assistance. All teachers appeared to be able to teach these 

fundamental emerging writing skills. The more pressing issue was whether teachers 

have the ability to effectively teach listening and emergent reading skills to Grade 5 and 

6 students. I now turn to these two issues. 

 

Input Skills of Listening and Reading 

In terms of input, the findings suggest that elementary school teachers have 

difficulty effectively teaching listening and reading to these new young learners of 

English. For example, though the 2020 Course of Study explicitly states that students 
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should be exposed to written words after they have experienced the words through 

listening and speaking activities, from my observations, most teachers did not follow 

that order and used written words to teach the target phrases. 

How to develop listening comprehension skills for young learners was not 

addressed in the 2020 Course of Study. Teachers conducted listening activities in every 

lesson I observed; however, they did not know how to effectively teach listening skills. 

Some of the listening activities were up to 15-minutes in length in some lessons with 

few teachers checking answers when completed. Almost all of the listening exercises I 

saw were done individually by the students. Rarely did teachers have students work 

together to review what they had heard. I did not see teachers allow students to discuss 

and formulate hypotheses about the meaning of new words or the general gist of what 

was said. In a recent study, Evans et al. (2021) argued that the quality of sound is 

important in listening for Japanese elementary school EFL learners. The researchers 

suggested that without improvements to equipment and the methods used by teachers in 

the way listening activities are conducted in Grades 5 and 6, it will be difficult to ensure 

that all elementary school students develop effective listening skills. 

Elementary school teachers need to understand that with limited exposure to 

English outside the classroom they are an important source of input for their students 

(Becker & Roos, 2016; Kirsch, 2008; Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 2017). I did not observe 

any teacher tell a short story in English to the class and ask the students to listen and 

think about what they had just heard. Based on my observations, the teachers who 

began their English lessons using simple display questions, such as, “How is the 
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weather today?”, “What day is it today?” and “What is today’s date?” used English 

more throughout their lessons compared to teachers who began their lesson discussing 

in the goals and objectives in Japanese. Researchers have argued that the complex 

cognitive processes for second and foreign language listening comprehension involve 

the recognition of sounds, words, understanding stress, lexical phrases, and comprehend 

meaning at the word, sentence, and discourse levels (e.g., Brunfaut & Revesz, 2015; 

Cutler & Clifton, 2000; Rost, 2015). As I explained in policy as document (Chapter 5), 

the 2020 Course of Study mentioned intonation and rhythm, but it did not provide 

guidance for teachers on how to teach those aspects so that these young new learners 

can develop sound foreign language listening skills. The findings from the classroom 

observations reveal this lack of explanation on how to effectively teach and develop 

English listening skills for these young learners is a flaw in the 2020 Elementary School 

English Course of Study. 

How to develop emergent reading skills for young learners was also not 

sufficiently addressed in the 2020 Course of Study. Reading is the act of decoding text 

to gain meaning. Based on the findings from this study, elementary school teachers and 

possibly even the senka teachers from junior high school and senior high schools, do 

not know about the importance of phonological awareness and its connection to 

developing early reading skills in children. The junior high school English teacher from 

Yama Elementary and Junior High School who conducted the reading test explained in 

Chapter 7, was not that familiar with the concept of phonological awareness and did not 

appear to know about onset and rime in terms of developing emergent literacy skills. 
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She was the only teacher that expressed concerns about reading and was the only 

teacher I observed to explicitly teach basic phonics to her Grade 6 students. 

Based on the observations from this study, most reading was done by sight 

reading, where students were able to recognize a word by sight and automatically say 

the word without looking at the individual letters and sounding out or decoding the 

word. As I explained in the previous chapter, the reading test the junior high school 

English teacher conducted with the Grade 6 students at Yama Elementary and Junior 

High School consisted of the following nine sentences: I want to watch table tennis.; 

It’s exciting.; My grandmother can play table tennis well; I like my grandmother very 

much.; I went to the sea.; I enjoyed swimming.; I ate fresh fish.; I saw the fireworks.; 

and It was great. It is questionable whether two 45-minute lessons a week can provide 

sufficient time on task for Grade 6 students to become proficient enough to read words 

such as, watch, table tennis, enjoyed, fresh, and fireworks by sight reading alone. 

Without the knowledge and ability to decode letters and letter combinations into 

sounds, there should be a concern that elementary school students might become 

demotivated because they struggle to learn how to read in English. Many issues I have 

raised concerning insufficient lesson time for reading and listening are connected to the 

problem of obtaining lesson time in the national curriculum. As I stated in Chapter 6, 

the original plan was for three lesson hours per week for English. The findings of this 

study suggest that the new 2020 elementary school English curriculum for Grades 5 and 

6 might be covering too much material. Perhaps, as more teachers gain experience 
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teaching the curriculum this issue will not be as pronounced as it was when this study 

was conducted. This is an important topic than needs to be addressed in future research. 

In the next section, I discuss the implications of this study’s findings. First I 

discuss the implications for policy creation and implementation. I then present the 

implications for classroom practice and pedagogy. I close the chapter by discussing the 

theoretical implications. 

 

Implications for Policy Creation and Implementation 

One possible problem of the current processes of policy implementation is that 

reformulating and creating a new subject in the national curriculum should not be 

handled in the same manner or during the same timeframe as revisions to the Course of 

Study for subjects already taught in elementary schools. As I stated earlier, the two-year 

window for preparation, by releasing the 2020 Course of Study in 2018, was not enough 

time for the supervisors at the local Boards of Education, school administrators, and the 

teachers at the three participating schools. The findings of this study and Ishii (1998) 

suggest that establishing a new subject needs to be done with a different approach that 

ensures that all stakeholders, especially students, are not unintentionally harmed and 

receive the full benefits afforded to them by the policy. Based on these findings, one 

policy recommendation is that the reformulation of lesson time into a new academic 

subject, as in this study and Ishii’s study (1998), MEXT should manage policy 

differently than from revising already existing subjects. One possible approach could be 

to commence drafting an unofficial version of the Course of Study for the new subject 
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two or three years before the other subjects and release it to the schools. This extra 

timeframe could enable the Prefectural and local City Boards of Education to plan in-

service teacher training workshops for teachers to discuss the goals, contents, and 

teaching methodologies required. Schools could be encouraged to conduct action 

research and focus on training more teachers earlier. Releasing an unofficial draft of the 

Course of Study would also enable pre-service teacher training programs at universities 

to start educating their students who will become teachers after graduation. Even if the 

final draft were to change significantly, it would still have allowed stakeholders time to 

prepare and have a better understanding of how the contents have changed. Certainly, 

such an approach as this would be better than suddenly releasing everything at once. 

 Bottom-up approaches in EFL would improve the linguistic repertoires of both 

elementary school teachers and elementary school students. A bottom-up approach is 

where all stakeholders have a voice in policy decisions, as compared to a top-down 

approach where all decisions occur at the highest-levels and are transmitted to other 

stakeholders. The findings from the three data chapters illustrated the fact that the 

hierarchal structure of the education system restrained and limited agency and voice in 

how policy was created, transmitted, and appropriated. A discourse of expertise 

materialized during the process of policy creation and was eventually manifested in the 

classrooms as different teachers emerged to conduct lessons. School principals at times 

supported teachers’ initiatives while in other instances limited teacher agency. This 

control influenced teacher practice with certain teachers fully participating in EFL 

lessons, while others were possibly marginalized. One benefit of supporting bottom-up 
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approaches is that they include elementary school teachers and students. Now that 

English is a new subject in the national curriculum, elementary school students have 

officially become new speakers of English. In addition, elementary school teachers have 

become the latest EFL teachers in the education system. Rather than a rigid system 

where decisions are made at the top and directives given that must be followed, 

involving these two new groups of language speakers in the discussion might yield 

interesting results. For example, compared to academics who focus on high school or 

university EFL, elementary school teachers have a broad knowledge and experience of 

the elementary school curriculum, which should be an advantage now that MEXT is 

advocating for a more integration between subjects. Furthermore, rather than dividing 

expertise between elementary, junior high school, and high school levels, it might be 

more effective to divide by language skills. For example, experts that only focus on 

reading could oversee the development of reading skills from elementary school Grade 

3 to the end of high school. This arrangement could ensure that reading skills are 

effectively developed throughout the entire school curriculum and present the required 

skills to teachers to ensure that they can teach the appropriate skills in each grade level. 

There is also a need to reconceptualize students as new active speakers of the 

language and not as traditional language learners, which can encompass a passive role 

because of insufficiencies of knowledge. This conceptualization of students as active 

speakers might assist elementary school teachers, and possibly even junior high school 

and high school teachers, to find a balance between what they have to teach and what 

the students actually want to say in English. This viewpoint of students as active 
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speakers and not passive learners of metalinguistic knowledge might encourage teachers 

to use more interactive communicative language teaching approaches rather than 

viewing language lessons as imparting knowledge about language (e.g., grammatical 

rules). It might help to change how teachers approach teaching English because rather 

than thinking that their students cannot say a given phrase because they have not been 

taught the form yet, teachers could view their students as potential speakers who want 

to produce English utterances. This reconceptualization might encourage students to 

speak more English during lessons, use English more outside of class, and help develop 

confidence in their ability to use English. This new view of conceptualizing students as 

speakers of English, might help change policymakers’ perspective of the curriculum 

away from which grammatical rules students have learnt and must learn next, to what 

students can say and need to say next. This change might lead to improved classroom 

practices and better informed EFL policy initiatives. 

The 2020 Course of Study’s conceptualization of English as a separate linguistic 

system, which must be kept apart from Japanese, is problematic and out-of-step with 

current research in the fields of applied and educational linguistics on the growing 

importance of translanguaging in language education (e.g., Bradley et al., 2020; 

Caragarajah, 2013; Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; Garcia & Wei, 2014). I understand that this 

emerging field has been referred to differently by other researchers, for example 

Caragarajah (2013) used the term translingualism. Translanguaging, as a theory, rejects 

traditional ideologies and conceptualizations of monolingualism and promotes linguistic 

pluralism. Linguistic pluralism even occurs in communities that were once considered 
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monolingual because there are regional dialects, sociocultural customs regulating 

linguistic usage, such as norms for politeness when speaking to elders. Therefore, as a 

theoretical concept, translanguaging rejects traditional linguistic ideologies, such as 

language = community = place; one language = one identity; language is a self-

contained system; language learning is solely cognitive; and that grammar is the basis 

of communication (Caragarajah, 2013, p. 20). Compared to neighboring countries, 

Japan was a “late adaptor” (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006) and MEXT had an opportunity to 

develop a new and distinct approach in elementary school EFL education that could 

meet the aims and goals of the three fundamental principles of acquisition of knowledge 

and skills (知識及び技能), the abilities to reason, make decisions, expression (思考力・

判断力・表現力), and cultivating an interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向

かう力・人間性). Instead, MEXT extended the traditional structuralist approach of 

learning English grammatical forms to elementary school. 

With the introduction of elementary school EFL courses, more emphasis is 

being placed on future educational outcomes, such as scores on international language 

tests; improved knowledge of English; learning language forms to improve junior high 

school English, which was revealed in Chapter 6. However, this focus on the necessity 

of achieving future educational outcomes earlier overlooks the core processes that 

elementary school education offers, such as providing the foundational understanding of 

basic subjects, and fostering the skills and strategies to learn and think creatively, which 

can lead to those desired outcomes in the first place (Bland 2015; Kirsch, 2008; Trilling 

& Fadel, 2009). Young learners can suspend disbelief, have a greater tolerance for 
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ambiguity, and find enjoyment in trying to communicate in English (Becker & Roos, 

2016; Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 2017; Vale & Feunteun, 1995). Support for more bottom-

up classroom initiatives can and should inform future EFL policy decisions. In the next 

section I extend the analysis and discuss the implications for EFL classroom pedagogy. 

 

Implications for Classroom Practice and Pedagogy 

In this section I discuss three issues related to the new elementary school EFL 

practice and pedagogy in the public school system. I begin by addressing the need to 

enrich the English learning environment. I then focus on the need to cultivate effective 

EFL teachers for elementary school. Lastly, I discuss the need to enhance how English 

lessons are conducted. 

 

Enriching the Language Learning Environment 

To ensure that elementary school students benefit fully from an early start to 

learning a foreign language, the findings of this study suggest a need to better support 

the language learning environment inside and outside of schools. The central issue of 

EFL implementation in the public elementary school curriculum is whether the 

schooling system can deliver the desired linguistic improvement that MEXT and other 

government agencies seek. As stated in Chapter 3, researchers such as Burdett and O’ 

Donnell (2016), Pinter (2017), and Enever (2018) have questioned the effectiveness of 

primary school EFL programs in countries similar to Japan, where English does not 

play a major role in government or society at large, yet those governments have bought 
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into the rhetoric that starting earlier will lead to future linguistic gains. The burden 

cannot be solely placed on the schooling system, especially when it only can offer 90 

minutes of instruction in two lessons per week, as was the case with the three schools in 

this study. These researchers have questioned whether minimal contact with the 

language, where most students do not use English outside of the classroom, will lead to 

linguistic improvement and sustained motivation to learn English after they have 

graduated from elementary school. 

 

Enriching the EFL Environment Around Schools 

The 2020 Course of Study conceptualizes the learning of English as an 

individual endeavor and does not promote social bilingualism or declare that Japan is, 

or needs to be, a multilingual society. This position is a contradiction because the policy 

states that all citizens need to learn a foreign language, which is now required from 

Grade 3 and begin assessing English acquisition from Grade 5; yet, still adheres to the 

claim that Japan is not a multilingual society. This stance exposes a gap between the 

established sociopolitical ideology of a monolingual Japan (Carroll, 2001; Gottlieb, 

2012; Heinrich, 2012; Okano & Tsuchiya, 1999) and the realities of what is occurring in 

the classrooms. Furthermore, a discourse that promotes the necessity for learning 

English earlier in elementary school, but conceptualizes English as a tool of 

communication for the future and is only learned in the education system is also 

problematic for schools. This contradictory stance raises three fundamental questions. 

First, can the education system provide enough quality exposure to enable students to 
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reach their English language potential? Second, are students going to maintain 

motivation across the eight years learning English if it is presented as a communicative 

tool for the future rather than something that students need and can use now? Third, will 

this conceptualization lead to the overall improvements in English proficiency the 

Japanese government seek? Therefore, to enrich the language learning environment for 

young EFL learners, students need to be encouraged to interact with English more often 

outside of formal English lessons. 

Following the educational adjustments made during COVID, and the 

introduction of Information and Communication Technology in the elementary school 

curriculum, elementary school students have much more ready access to the Internet. 

According to the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (2018), Internet 

usage has increased across all age groups with 73.6% of 6 to 12 year olds reporting 

using the Internet. Some elementary school students are playing online games with each 

other and children from other countries, and this often involves using English in the 

chat functions of these games. Some recent research has been conducted in this area in 

China (Liu & Song, 2021) and Japan (Edelman et al., 2022), but clearly more needs to 

be done if elementary school teachers are to be updated on what young learners are 

doing and can do (e.g., Butler, 2015, 2017, 2019; Sayer & Ban, 2014). 

Elementary school students need to be encouraged to use the Internet to find 

information, watch non-dubbed movies and television programs, listen to music, listen 

to children’s audiobooks, and play games. Furthermore, MEXT, and by extension the 

Japanese government, needs to have a more open stance towards the consequences of 
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implementing elementary school EFL and extending the learning of English by another 

four years in the compulsory school system, which is trying to produce a bilingual 

society. The proverb, ‘It takes a village to educate a child,’ might be more true than ever 

for these new speakers of English. Without social promotion for bilingualism and 

advocating the social value of reaching a certain level of linguistic proficiency, the 

motivation and desire to invest time and energy might be lost resulting in students 

disliking learning English at an earlier age. As Tomlinson (2015) stated, young learners 

are rarely motivated extrinsically to learn English because most have never travelled 

abroad and they do not see the future value it has to get a good job when they are still in 

elementary school. However, enriching the EFL environment around schools might 

change children’s attitudes towards studying English and other languages, as well as 

learning about other countries and cultures in the future. 

 

Enriching the EFL Environment in Schools 

MEXT can enrich the EFL environment in schools in two ways. First, there 

needs to be better management of the curriculum by instilling mechanisms at all levels 

across the education system for updating the curriculum of each subject. As the findings 

in the data chapters revealed, MEXT was unable to effectively manage the situation for 

adding EFL lessons in the elementary school curriculum, which caused a ripple effect 

across the education system. Now that the 2020 Course of Study promotes a national 

curriculum where subjects are more integrated, MEXT must further reformulate the 

learning goals for each subject away from focusing on covering all the content in the 
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already overcrowded curricula and begin introducing the key components of each 

subject area to effectively manage the limited number of lesson hours, enrich 

comprehension across the curriculum, enhance the retention of information, and 

improve the learning experience of all students (Fadel, Bialik, & Trilling, 2015). 

A policy that maintains the separation of Japanese (kokugo) and English is out 

of touch with modern educational practices. Even though the 2020 Elementary School 

Course of Study claims to promote an integrated curriculum, the study of English and 

Japanese remain separated, even though both are the study of language. This 

demonstrates the continuing power of conservative sociopolitical discourses, which 

promote the deep-rooted ideologies of a monolingual Japan (Carroll, 2001; Gottlieb, 

2012; Heinrich, 2012; Morikawa, 2017). As mentioned above, the introduction of 

translanguaging pedagogies (e.g., Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; Kirsch, 2020; Tian et al., 

2020) introduce new approaches to language learning that reinforce the linguistic 

competencies of both the L1 and the L2 simultaneously. However, research results have 

demonstrated that translanguaging pedagogies are not easily adapted by teachers, who 

still follow social and institutional ideologies that favor language separation (Fallas-

Escobar, 2020; Günther-van der Meij & Duarte, 2020). How translanguaging 

pedagogies might work in Japan is unclear, but it is hoped that the findings of this study 

will assist future researchers. As suggested by Corson (1990), one possible way to 

overcome this disconnect is to develop a language policy across the curriculum. In the 

following paragraphs I describe how MEXT could establish a national-level language 
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policy across the curriculum and promote local Boards of Education and individual 

schools to develop similar policies for local needs. 

A language policy across the curriculum (LPAC) is one mechanism MEXT can 

use to help ensure that the new fundamental principles of (a) skills and knowledge (知識

及び技能), (b) abilities of thinking, reasoning, and expression (思考力・判断力・表現力

), and (c) cultivating an interest towards learning and humanity (学びに向かう力・人間

性) are covered across all subject areas. A LPAC should explicitly state target skills and 

knowledge that students should be able to talk about and express for each subject area. 

A LPAC is based on the premise that language has a central role in learning in schools 

because students learn new ideas and concepts, organize and share information, solve 

problems, develop hypotheses, and express personal opinions through language 

(Corson, 1990). Researchers in primary school foreign language education (e.g., Bland, 

2015; Kirsch, 2008; Maynard, 2012) have maintained the importance of an integrated 

approach to foreign language education in schools. Especially, Pinter (2017) argued that 

it is important to understand the connection between first language learning and foreign 

language learning in both formal settings (e.g., classrooms), informal settings (e.g., 

playgrounds), and in virtual learning spaces (e.g., the Internet) for finding information 

and playing games (Butler, 2015, 2017, 2019; Butler at al., 2014; Lee & Dressman, 

2018). A LPAC would be a useful guide for schools, teachers, curriculum specialists, 

textbook designers, and parents. It would not have to be a formal policy, but could be an 

informal guideline to ensure that students fully benefit from an early start to foreign 

language education. For example, classroom observations revealed that many students 
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were doing presentations themed around school events, their city, their prefecture, and 

Japan. A LPAC would foster the understanding between elementary school teachers and 

students that Japanese and foreign language education are not competitors, but are 

working together to concurrently develop linguistic skills in both languages and the 

content knowledge from subject areas, such as social studies. This cooperation would 

enhance the development of communicative competencies, which incorporate the 

linguistic skills and content knowledge, but also other abilities, such as (a) 

sociolinguistic competency of understanding the social situation, (b) sociocultural 

competency of having empathy and the ability to handle social situations, and (c) 

strategic competency of using verbal and non-verbal strategies to compensate for gaps 

in the language or knowledge (Corson, 1990, pp. 213–214). 

A LPAC could help in the management of the national curriculum and support 

schools and teachers to better manage the valuable resource of lesson time. A LPAC 

could also assist schools to start developing more content-enriched language lessons or 

even possibly a content and language integrated learning (CLIL) program. Several 

researchers examining elementary school foreign language education have argued that 

CLIL programs provide students with more opportunities to learn the target language 

(Becker & Roos, 2016; Fegan & Sakamoto, 2020; Yasuda, 2019). These developments 

could enrich the language learning environment in public elementary schools. 
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Cultivating Effective English Teachers 

MEXT needs to indicate who qualified teachers are for elementary school EFL 

courses and support the regional and local Boards of Education in hiring and 

establishing effective training programs. The findings of this study support earlier 

researchers’ calls for teachers with sufficient levels of English oral fluency and the 

ability to implement age-appropriate methodologies to develop elementary school 

students’ English skills (Bland, 2015; Enever, 2015, 2018; Pinter, 2015, 2017). Training 

could come in the form of passing a local examination of oral proficiency in English for 

generalist elementary school teachers who are already trained in how to teach 

elementary school students, but lack sufficient English oral proficiency. As the results 

of this study have demonstrated, qualified junior and senior high school English 

teachers, such as the senka teacher from Sawa Elementary School, are conducting 

lessons in elementary school EFL programs. These teachers should also receive training 

on how to design age-appropriate activities and lessons for young learners. 

Another topic that emerged from the data was the issue of team teaching, or 

having multiple teachers present in the classroom. As described in Chapter 7, despite 

that fact that two teachers were in the EFL lesson, one teacher usually took the role of 

the lead teacher while the other teachers took a subordinate role, and in some lessons 

never addressed the students or taught anything. These results support the findings of 

earlier studies that reported that many elementary school teachers, who usually teach 

individually, reported having trouble team-teaching, especially with ALTs (Fennelly & 

Luxton, 2011; Gaynor, 2018; Machida & Walsh, 2015; Shiobara & Sakui, 2019). This 
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classroom issue was something that I did not anticipate would become problematic. 

From experience I knew that assistant language teachers, who are usually native English 

speakers, taught part-time at the participating schools. However, I did not foresee that 

there would be many lessons with two or three teachers in the classroom. This dynamic 

new development of power-sharing between teachers in the context of elementary 

school EFL lessons is a topic that needs to be researched further. In Japan, Kimura 

(2007) and Miyazato (2006, 2009) have examined this dynamic of teacher expertise, but 

it has mostly occurred in high schools or pre-service teacher education programs 

(Miyazato, 2022). It is hoped the findings of this study encourage other researchers to 

investigate this important aspect of teaching in Japan’s public elementary school system 

because it directly relates to classroom practice and how English lessons are conducted. 

 

Enhancing Classroom Practice 

In this section, I evaluate the classroom practices for developing oral/aural 

communication skills and then reflect on the classroom practices for developing EFL 

emergent literacy skills. Improvement in classroom practices is a complex issue that 

involves a number of issues that go beyond the prescribe methodology advocated in the 

2020 Course of Study. As I demonstrated in the data chapters, these issues included 

teachers being required to use the prescribed textbooks selected by the local Board of 

Education, funding for equipment and other resources, changes in personnel because of 

the rotation system of teachers and principals, and dealing with a large number of 

students in each class. These contextual factors affected how the teachers in this study 
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prepared for and conducted English lessons. The prescribed methodology in the 2020 

Course of Study is to conduct communicative language teaching, which in principle is 

to offer student-centered activities and lessons; however, stated above, the findings of 

this study suggest this is not yet achieved. Furthermore, the document analysis and 

interviews revealed that elementary school English involves preparing students for 

learning English in junior high school with the government seeking improvements on 

international tests. 

 

Improving Student Speaking and Listening Skills 

Earlier researchers have suggested that in order for teachers to properly develop 

young foreign language learners speaking skills, learning needs to go beyond having the 

students reproduce memorized chunks of language by following a predetermined 

template (Becker & Roos, 2016; Bland, 2015; Maynard, 2012; Pinter, 2015, 2017). This 

means that teachers need to provide opportunities for students to use the target language 

spontaneously and creatively. This approach would afford Grade 5 and 6 students 

opportunities to develop and test hypotheses about their English oral production and 

learn what they can do in real communication. 

Thus, another policy recommendation that can be made from the findings of this 

study is that the current definition of language activities is problematic and that needs to 

be renamed as communicative language activities. Making a clear distinction between 

what a communicative language activity is and is not will go a long way in improving 

how foreign language lessons are conducted in classrooms. In order to enhance the 
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learning of listening and speaking skills, more conversational activities that provide 

opportunities for Grade 5 and 6 students to experiment and construct their own English 

utterances creatively are needed (Bland, 2015; Maynard, 2012; Tomlinson, 2015). 

Communicative language activities that encourage students to interact in English and 

negotiate meaning to complete a task might be more beneficial than the current PPP-

style activities that focus on accuracy of form. 

Communicative language tasks in EFL lessons might be too difficult for some 

Grade 6 students to do individually. However, tasks that require students to create 

utterances can be done in pairs or small groups of 3-4 students. In addition, language 

learning can be facilitated through making errors rather than just focusing on proper 

form by following a predetermined template of utterances or memorizing lines from the 

textbook. This approach might also reflect a different perspective on language learning 

(e.g., behaviorism, and earlier influences of the audio-lingual and grammar-translation 

methods that suggest errors should be avoided). On the other hand, a communicative 

approach starts with different assumptions about learner errors, the nature of language, 

and the nature of language learning. Having a template for students to follow is easier 

for teachers who have to manage large classes and might not have a lot of EFL teaching 

experience or lack the required English proficiency. Issues of English language 

proficiency among regular elementary school classroom teachers have been addressed 

in earlier studies (Butler & Lee, 2010; Copland et al., 2013; Machida, 2016; Otani & 

Tsuido, 2011), but now that other EFL teachers have emerged, such as the tantō and 

senka teachers, perhaps they might be better skilled, as language teachers, to create 
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opportunities for these young new speakers of English. More in-service teacher training 

from the local Boards of Education concerning how to guide students to move beyond 

memorizing predetermined phrases would benefit teachers and students. This is also 

another area that needs further research. This study did not focus on students, but it is 

hoped that the findings of this study assist researchers who examine these important 

classroom issues of developing listening and speaking skills. 

 

Improving Student Emergent Literacy Skills 

Elementary school and junior high school foreign language teachers need to 

learn the different components of phonological awareness, such as onset and rime, and 

be given training to learn how to teach reading skills to young learners. The 

implications of this deficiency among new and even established EFL teachers might be 

substantial. When English was made an academic subject, the language skills of reading 

and writing in English were officially added to the Grade 5 and 6 curriculum. If more 

students are expected to be able to read English at younger ages, but are not properly 

taught how to read then there is a chance that more students might feel that they cannot 

learn the language and will start to dislike learning it at an even younger age. This 

possibility can be addressed with in-service teacher training and development at the 

local level. MEXT can also provide video workshops for teachers specifically designed 

to teach the components of phonological awareness through games and activities. 

Early literacy skills for English need to be developed in Grades 3 and 4 through 

simple language activities that develop phonological awareness among those students 
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before they start to read. The development of phonological awareness among young 

learners can be achieved by using storybooks, songs, rhymes, and simple word games 

so that students develop an interest in reading and writing in English (Herrera et al., 

2015; Kirsch, 2008; Maynard, 2012; Peregoy & Boyle, 2017). This acquisition can be 

achieved by ensuring that students become aware that there are short words and long 

words, such as cat and hippopotamus, and that when hearing a long utterance such as 

hippopotamus that Grade 3 and 4 students understand it as one word and not a phrase. 

Conversely, phrases such as “how are you?” “thank you” and “good bye” are not one 

word utterances. Developing this understanding means that students can play listening 

games on segmenting of sentences. For example, if a Grade 3 English teacher said, “I 

like pizza” the students could clap their hands three times because there are three words. 

Phonological awareness is more than simply teaching the phonetic alphabet (Allen-

Tamai, 2010; Herrera et al., 2015; Peregoy & Boyle, 2017). Based on the data collected 

in this study, emergent reading skills are possibly the most important issue to ensure 

that elementary school English is successful. It is hoped that the findings of this study 

lead to more researchers investigating how this critical language skill can be developed 

in the foreign language classroom with young learners. 

In this section I discussed the methodology used by teachers in their English 

lessons in regards to developing students’ English language skills. Based on the 

findings from the data chapters, I argued that there is a need to support EFL programs in 

schools and suggested the need to enrich the language learning environment inside and 

outside schools. I also considered the importance of developing effective EFL teachers 



 386 

for the nation’s approximately 20,000 elementary schools and offered ideas on how to 

enhance classroom practices. In the next section, I discuss the theoretical implications 

of this study. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

One aim of this study was to address the gap in previous research on education 

in Japan (e.g., Cave, 2007; LeTendre, 2002; McConnell, 2000; Schoppa, 1991) and 

language education policies (e.g., Coulmas, 2002; Menken & Garcia, 2010; McCarty, 

2011), which had focused on schools or teachers, but had not adequately considered the 

schooling system and investigated the effects it might have on the process of policy 

implementation. In this section I contextualize the data findings presented earlier in 

Chapters 5-7 by connecting them to the conceptual framework of open systems theory. 

Classrooms and teachers were often conceptualized as independent entities with only 

the national government providing policy. In previous research, the role of the regional 

(prefectural in this study) and City Boards of Education, along with the roles of school 

administrators, such as principals and vice-principals, were often downplayed or even 

overlooked. In other words, the structure of the education system and how it operates 

were not adequately considered. As I explained in the conceptual framework of Chapter 

2, all education systems are multi-tiered systems that are hierarchal in organization, 

power, and authority with prescribed academic and social purposes (Ballantine et al., 

2017). The same is true for schools (Ball, 2012). In the field of language policy, some 

researchers have started to focus on this important point (e.g., Bouchard & Glasgow, 
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2019), yet the literature remains sparce. The results of this study help address this issue, 

not only in terms of educational language policy, but also in EFL education, and 

possibly the sociology of education in Japan. 

In terms of educational language policy, the impact of the global environment is 

that it offers stimulus and information of possible interventions to facilitate change by 

comparing what other countries have done in regards to elementary school EFL 

programs. What would be included, or in the field of language policy and planning, 

what would be “borrowed” was determined by the organization, in this case MEXT. 

The findings of the data chapters revealed that Japan’s education system has been 

“influenced” by the global discourses on education (Ampuja, 2015; Baker & LeTendre, 

2005; Ball, 1992, 2017; Steiner-Khamsi, 2004, 2016). However, as Phillips (2004) 

posited in his theory of political attraction in education, MEXT deliberately selected 

certain aspects from the discourse on globalization to forward its own agenda. This 

point demonstrates, from a theoretical aspect, that MEXT, and the organizations around 

MEXT, such as the Ministry of Finance, had autonomy, and to borrow Phillips and 

Ochs (2003) expression, there was “attraction” to using the discourse of globalization. 

From this discourse, certain aspects were kept “externalized” such as the international 

community outside Japan, while other aspects of the discourse which had “internalizing 

potential” such as the crisis created by globalization, were adopted. The findings of this 

study demonstrate, from a theoretical aspect, that the global forces of education (Baker 

& LeTendre, 2005) had created an environment that provided extraordinary amounts of 

information generated from international and comparative education studies, and 
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through the work of international organizations such as the OCED (Baker, 2014; Baker 

& LeTendre, 2005; Block et al., 2012; Blommaert, 2006) This environment created an 

atmosphere that both compelled policymakers to make comparisons, but also 

empowered them to draw from the plethora of studies and information in order to create 

a “discourse of crisis” to justify changes and then adopt ideas (e.g., learning English 

earlier is necessary to improve national TOEFL scores), and terminology (e.g., self-

directed learning, interactive learning, and deep learning) that are then internalized for 

domestically driven agendas (Phillips, 2004; Takayama & Apple, 2008; Takayama & 

Lingard, 2018; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). Lastly, I began this chapter by stating that the 

findings of this ethnography of language policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 

2009a) support earlier assertations that policy implementation is a process (Forrester & 

Garratt, 2016; Gibton, 2016; Johnson, 2013a; Ozga, 2000) and support Ricento and 

Hornberger’s (1996) claim that those processes were multilayered. This is another 

important contribution to theoretical development that this multiple case study provides. 

In this chapter, I presented my interpretations of the key findings of my three 

research questions from the data chapters. First, I considered the impact of the 

discourses of crisis and the discourse of globalization and how they were related to and 

influenced the theme of bricolage. I discussed the implications for policy creation and 

implementation and highlighted the troubles that occurred and based on this study’s 

findings offered some policy suggestions. I then deliberated on the implications for 

practice and pedagogy and offered suggestions regarding the need to enrich the learning 

environment in and around schools, the need to address who should conduct lessons, 
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and the need to enhance classroom practices. I then discussed the theoretical 

implications of open systems theory. In the next chapter I present the conclusions of this 

study and discuss its limitations. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

 

Summary of Findings 

There are six main findings in this study. The first finding is that several 

discourses were expressed in the 2020 Course of Study documents. First, was a 

discourse of crisis, which was presented to warrant the changing of the Course of Study 

and validate new policy initiatives. Second, the discourse on globalization, which 

promoted global competition and sustained socioeconomic development, was used to 

seek international recognition and secure public confidence in the reform decisions. The 

findings demonstrated that MEXT had agency to select these discourses to advance 

particular agendas. 

The second main finding was that certain sociopolitical ideologies towards 

education and language were embedded in the policy. A conservative ideology towards 

education was maintained by promoting moral education as a special subject across the 

curriculum, and issues of individual and societal bilingualism, culture, and identity were 

implicitly expressed in the 2020 Course of Study. In contrast, a progressive ideology 

towards educational reform was also explicitly articulated in the 2020 Course of Study 

by introducing new principles of learning required for future success in a global society. 

Furthermore, the ideology towards education revealed that foreign language education 

was presented as a tool for communication void of culture, which was also related to 

issues of national identity. The previous approach of teaching English as part of 
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international understanding was replaced by focusing on developing English language 

skills. The methodology of teaching English presented in the 2020 Course of Study 

emphasized learning English through language activities and that teachers are required 

to teach the structure of language forms while also teaching communication. 

Third, during the process of policy formulation, certain politically driven 

agendas and discourses emerged to influence policy contents and creation. These 

agendas primarily consisted of external politics between government agencies and 

issues of accountability, plus internal political and hierarchical battles within MEXT for 

the limited resource of lesson time. These political agendas were also articulated in the 

continuing discursive battle between conservative and progressive discourses of 

education. The two distinct discourses that existed during policy creation and 

transmission were the discourse of expertise and the discourse on globalization. The 

discourse of expertise empowered certain people while limiting agency and voice for 

others. The discourse of global competition and sustained development, which 

advocated an English-only approach, was replacing the discourse of international 

understanding that had promoted a multilingual approach to foreign language education 

in elementary schools. Several participants—national-level MEXT advisors, supervisors 

at local Boards of Education, and teachers—questioned the ideology of this discourse 

and still advocated for a multilingual approach at the elementary school level. 

The fourth finding was that various factors contributed to the process of policy 

implementation taking on a form of bricolage. Those factors were limited resources, 

such as time constraints for all participants, gaps in qualifications among the 
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participants, staffing issues, and budgetary constraints contributed to the need for 

bricolage. The participants’ comments revealed that they had to deal with ambiguity 

due to unclear policy borrowing and referencing along with sudden policy 

announcements, which further caused the processes of policy implementation to take on 

a form of bricolage. 

Fifth, the EFL programs at each school changed due to internal and external 

developments, such as policy adjustments and MEXT directives. Three types of English 

teachers emerged to conduct lessons, which were the regular homeroom teachers, tantō 

teachers, and the newly formed senka teachers at the schools. These adjustments 

exposed the fact that teachers had agency and voice in how policy was to be 

implemented in their schools and classrooms. However, the structure and hierarchy of 

power within the education system, such local Boards of Education transferring 

principals, and principals at times supporting teachers’ initiatives, while in other 

instances weakening or even limiting teacher agency. 

Lastly, the findings from the classroom observations revealed that for the most 

part, teachers were meeting the aims and goals of the 2020 Course of Study; however, 

there were troubles with teaching listening and reading. This issue appears to be 

problematic because teachers were not building these language skills effectively among 

their students. The findings suggest that elementary school teachers need to understand 

the processes involved in developing students’ English language skills, especially in 

listening and reading. Furthermore, a possible inconsistency in the 2020 Course of 

Study principles exists because the policy advocates for communicative language 



 393 

teaching, but informs teachers to focus on teaching predetermined language forms 

through an ambiguous definition of language activities. The findings of this study 

demonstrated that the 2020 Elementary School English Course of Study is lacking clear 

guidelines for teachers on how to combine form-focused instruction and communicative 

language teaching to develop effective team-teaching methods. This lack of guidance 

appeared to influence individual teacher practice and impacted how teachers worked 

together with certain teachers fully participating in EFL lessons, while other teachers 

were possibly marginalized in EFL lessons. 

 

Implications of the Study 

The results of this study are significant for three reasons. First, I examined the 

2020 Elementary School English Course of Study, which remains a new subject in 

inquiry. I critically analyzed the goals and contents of language policy documents, and 

revealed sociopolitical ideologies that influenced policy initiatives, contents, and how it 

was appropriated in classrooms. The findings update our understanding of EFL 

education in elementary schools. Furthermore, the findings revealed new aspects of 

classroom dynamics regarding power relations between teachers, including issues such 

as knowledge of subject area, English language proficiency, occupational power (e.g., 

novice teacher or veteran; possession of English license or not; elementary school 

teacher or not), which should be topics for future research. These results inform 

researchers in second language acquisition (SLA), language policy and planning, 

sociology of education, and comparative education. 
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The second significance of this study is that it provides a richer understanding of 

how power and authority were distributed and maintained across the hierarchal structure 

of the schooling system. The findings demonstrated meaningful connections between 

the different levels and agents across the entire education system, from the relationship 

between the Ministry of Finance and MEXT, down to occupational power between 

teachers who were regarded as more qualified for designing EFL courses based on 

notional ideas of expertise. The emic views of the participants and their interpretations 

of policy implementation provided insight into the processes and mechanisms involved 

in policy creation, transmission, and appropriation. This study added to our 

understanding of various macro-level discourses, such as progressive and conservative 

views of schooling in Japan and how globalization has affected that debate on the role 

of English education in Japan’s schooling system. It is hoped the findings of this study 

inspire further case study research that include participants across all levels of the 

education system. 

Third, the findings added to our understanding of what it means to be an 

elementary school teacher in Japan. Though this study focused on elementary school 

English programs at three schools, the findings revealed the tremendous burden and 

challenges that teachers face on a daily basis. In terms of English as a foreign language, 

the findings provide new suggestions for elementary school pre-service teacher training 

programs, which should lead to improved in-service professional development 

programs, and new outlooks towards professional non-native English instructors joining 
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the field of applied linguistics. These points must be addressed in order to improve the 

overall quality of English education in the public elementary school system. 

The findings benefit researchers, policymakers, educational authorities, school 

principals, and elementary school teachers. Researchers in language policy and 

planning, SLA, second language teacher education, international and comparative 

education, and Japanese studies will learn from reading this study. Several important 

issues require further research, such as how students are learning to read and how 

teachers are conducting listening activities. Insights from this study will assist 

policymakers to make better and more informed policy decisions because they will have 

a better understanding how policy and educational reform affect classroom teaching and 

learning. This insight should lead to improvements in how policy is created and 

implemented because it can remove misunderstanding and confusion for teachers and 

school administrators regarding policy content as they appropriate policy goals. 

Therefore, educational authorities, both the Prefectural and City Boards of Education, 

will gain a better understanding of how school conditions might affect classroom 

practices. Furthermore, the results provide important information for in-service 

professional development programs provided by local educational authorities to support 

teachers’ improved English teaching skills, especially for teaching listening and 

reading. Finally, the results of this study can inform elementary school teachers on 

effective EFL classroom practices, such as in teaching listening and reading, which 

naturally benefit all students. 
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Limitations of the Study 

Though longitudinal in nature, this study took place at a particular point in time, 

in the year leading up to and the first two years after English was officially 

implemented as a subject in the national elementary school curriculum. This means that 

the study captured the views of participants, the approaches taken at the schools, and the 

methodologies of classroom teachers within a specific time period. Over time, the 

situation at the schools should change as more teachers gain experience and the initial 

impact of the new Course of Study lessens. The findings of this study should be 

interpreted with this important point in mind. 

Second, this study occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, so extra pressure 

was placed on the Boards of Education, schools, and teachers as they had to navigate 

the implementation of the 2020 Course of Study during unprecedented times. The 

pandemic also affected data collection by limiting access to classrooms and meetings 

with teachers. The classroom observations were not collected in a systematic manner 

ideal to draw comparisons from the data. 

Third, the three participating schools in this study were not randomly selected 

and none were located in rural areas. The schools were located in different cities in the 

same prefecture. It cannot be assumed that each prefecture and city has the same view 

towards English education. Moreover, the resources (e.g., funding, qualified EFL 

teachers) available to local Boards of Education and schools, possibly varies between 

regions of the country and between rural and urban school districts. Typically, schools 

in rural areas have smaller student populations and fewer students in each class. 
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Contextual factors such as this might afford teachers in those contexts better 

opportunities to conduct more communicative language teaching compared to some of 

the large classrooms (up to 41 students) in this study. 

The fourth limitation concerns the methodology and analysis of the data. This 

study was a multiple case study of educational language policy using the methodology 

of ethnography of language policy, which has a specific formulation of language policy. 

A different conceptualization and analysis, such as language management theory might 

have revealed different results. Furthermore, I focused on how the discourses of 

globalization, neoliberalism, and the progressive and traditional domestic discourses of 

schooling affected English language education policy in Japan. It cannot be assumed 

that each participant viewed these contextual issues in the same manner as me. I never 

tried to make assumptions about that issue and by selectively focusing on those 

discourses and trends in Japanese education, I might have excluded others. 

Lastly, my positionality is a limitation of this study. Because I used 

ethnographic means of collecting data, by interviewing and having discussions with 

many participants and observing lessons, my position as a native speaker of English and 

researcher of English education cannot be ignored. As with all qualitative research, the 

methods and motivations of the researcher has to be kept in check to provide validity 

and trustworthiness throughout the study. Though I have tried to ensure the validity and 

trustworthiness of this study, readers are encouraged to take this point into 

consideration. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

This study suggests several areas for future research. First, I hope this study 

motivates further research into elementary school English education now that it has 

become an academic subject. More investigations of how elementary school teachers 

conduct English lessons are needed. Not only foreign language education, but research 

into other subject areas would also increase our understanding of how this important 

phase in education is conducted. 

Recognizing and understanding the role of the Prefectural and City Boards of 

Education has not been investigated enough. In order to understand how the 

mechanisms across the education system work, from the national-level through to the 

individual schools and classrooms, more research should include this important branch 

of the education system. It is hoped this study makes a positive contribution in this area. 

Understanding workplace relationships and the dynamics of team-teaching in 

English is another topic that requires further research. Certain unequal power 

relationships emerged in the classrooms between the homeroom teachers, tantō 

teachers, senka teachers, junior high school English teachers, and the assistant language 

teachers. The dynamics of occupational relationships between teachers took on different 

forms, such as their status (main teacher or assistant teacher), teaching experience (new 

teacher or veteran), positional power (elementary school teacher or not), pedagogical 

power (licensed English teacher or not), and linguistic power (higher English 

proficiency or lower English proficiency). These power relationships at the elementary 

school level are an important area that needs further research. 
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In addition, investigations of how students acquire English language skills is an 

important topic for understanding the effectiveness of elementary school EFL programs. 

Research that works with students to explore student views and attitudes towards 

English language learning could reveal valuable insights for curriculum development. 

Furthermore, studies that examine student attitudes towards English when they exit the 

elementary school system would provide valuable insight into how good EFL programs 

are at this foundational stage. 

Lastly, I investigated a national-level language policy, but ethnographic studies 

of language policy in different contexts, such as university policy initiatives that 

introduce English as the medium of instruction, could reveal how and why 

policymakers at the institutional level formulated policy decisions. Not only educational 

settings, but also corporate language policies in workplaces and informal language 

policies in the homes of bilingual families in Japan could propel a richer understanding 

of how different languages, such as Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Portuguese, 

coexist and function in contemporary Japanese society. 

 

Concluding Comments 

A colleague once said to me that if someone wants to understand a country’s 

contemporary culture, they should look to the elementary school system and what is 

included and excluded from the curriculum and how it is taught reveals a lot about what 

that country thinks is important for its citizens. In addition, how schools and classrooms 

are designed, staffed, and maintained, can reveal how much it values its education 
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system. Do students do a lot of presentations and are they encouraged to develop critical 

thinking skills, or are they encouraged to memorize facts and concepts? Are the 

buildings clean and freshly painted or are they old and the classrooms not very clean? 

Do classrooms have computers, smartboards, and other electronic learning devices? Are 

textbooks recycled? Are norms, customs and values taught and maintained through 

formal and informal rituals and other school functions? These points and others can be 

used to gain a basic understanding of the education system. 

By conducting this longitudinal ethnography of language policy at three schools 

I have gained a deeper understanding of not only how policy is created, transmitted, and 

appropriated in classrooms, but how policy is discourse, and how policy is a continuous 

process. But more importantly, I have also gained a deeper appreciation of those 

processes and the people involved in educational language policy. Only a few years 

have passed since the 2020 Course of Study came into effect and it is easy to be critical 

of educational language policy, especially in the early years of policy implementation. 

My understanding of the power of educational language policies has grown over the 

duration of this study. More research is need if we are going to have a better 

understanding of whether this educational language policy was successful or not. 
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APPENDIX A 

LIST OF INTERVIEWS 

Date Participant Affiliation Time 
June 7, 2017 Supervisor Kumagai Prefectural Board of 

Education 
26:30 

June 12, 2017 Principal Sugana X Elementary School 40:00 
June 26, 2017 Grade 5 homeroom 

teacher 
Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

23:20 

June 26, 2017 Grade 6 homeroom 
teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

30:40 

June 26, 2017 Grade 4 homeroom 
teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

25:00 

June 29, 2017 Ms. Ehara Sawa Elementary 
School 

23:00 

July 14, 2017 Head of English Program Mori Elementary School 25:30 
July 28, 2017 Principal Sawa Elementary 

School 
35:00 

August 1, 2017 Ms. Maehara Sawa Elementary 
School 

28:00 

August 1, 2017 Mr. Iwaii Sawa Elementary 
School 

33:50 

September 27, 2007 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

28:20 

September 27, 2017 Principal Sawa Elementary 
School 

40:00 

October 31, 2017 Grade 6 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 25:30 

October 31, 2017 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 25:30 

January 19, 2018 Supervisor City Board of Education 
for Yama Elementary 
and Junior High School 

52:20 

List of Interviews (continues). 
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List of Interviews (continued). 

Date Participant Affiliation Time 
February 1, 2018 Mr. Fukuyama Former MEXT Senior 

Curriculum Specialist 
59:35 

February 5, 2018 Head of English Program Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

34:00 

February 5, 2018 Principal Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

29:15 

February 8, 2018 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 33:20 

February 8, 2018 Grade 6 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 29:30 

February 9, 2018 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

23:00 

February 9, 2018 Principal Sawa Elementary 
School 

20:45 

February 13, 2018 Superintendent X Prefectural Board of 
Education 

56:20 

February 19, 2018 Ms. Wada and Ms. 
Iwamoto 

MEXT Senior 
Curriculum Specialist 

66:00 

February 20, 2018 Professor Hasegawa Chairperson 46:00 
March 6, 2018 MEXT Advisor Mr. Ishiki X Prefectural Board of 

Education 
40:00 

April 23, 2018 Principal Mori Elementary School 40:00 
April 23, 2018 Grade 6 homeroom 

teacher 
Mori Elementary School 52:00 

June 22, 2018 Three teachers in charge 
of English 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

33:00 

September 26, 2018 Head of Office Sawa Elementary 
School 

26:00 

September 27, 2018 Two Grade 1 homeroom 
teachers 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

47:00 

September 27, 2018 Two Grade 6 homeroom 
teachers 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

44:10 

List of Interviews (continues). 
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List of interviews (continued). 

Date Participant Affiliation Time 
September 27, 2018 Two Grade 6 homeroom 

teachers 
Sawa Elementary 
School 

44:10 

November 6, 2018 Head of English Program Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

40:00 

February 6, 2019 Supervisor City Board of Education 
for Mori Elementary 
School 

43:50 

March 1, 2019 Assistant language 
teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

16:00 

March 1, 2019 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

15:00 

August 31, 2020 Professor XXX MEXT Advisor 40:00 
September 18, 2020 Two Grade 5 homeroom 

teachers 
Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

22:00 

September 18, 2020 Two Grade 6 homeroom 
teachers 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

23:00 

September 18, 2020 Grade 6 junior high 
school English teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

22:00 

October 22, 202 Grade 5 junior high 
school English teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

15:00 

November 5, 2020 Grade 5 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 20:00 

November 5, 2020 Grade 6 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 15:30 

November 10, 2020 Ms. Imadani Sawa Elementary 
School 

60:00 

December 4, 2020 Grade 5 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 
School 

23:00 

December 4, 2020 Grade 6 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 
School 

22:00 

December 16, 2020 Supervisor Kumagai Prefecture Board of 
Education 

40:00 

List of Interviews (continues). 
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List of Interviews (continued). 

Date Participant Affiliation Time 
December 22, 2020 Grade 6-1 homeroom 

teacher 
Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

20:00 

December 22, 2020 Grade 6-2 homeroom 
teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

20:00 

December 24, 2020 Two Grade 5 homeroom 
teachers 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

30:00 

January 18, 2021 Grade 5 junior high 
school English teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

25:00 

January 20, 2021 Grade 5-1 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 16:00 

January 20, 2021 Grade 5-2 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 17:30 

January 20, 2021 Grade 6 homeroom 
teacher 

Mori Elementary School 25:00 

January 29, 2021 Ms. Imadani Sawa Elementary 
School 

42:00 

January 29, 2021 Grade 5 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 
School 

37:00 

January 29, 2021 Grade 6 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 
School 

25:00 

January 29, 2021 Supervisor City Board of Education 
for Sawa Elementary 
School 

23:00 

February 16, 2021 Professor Mann MEXT Advisor 73:00 
February 19, 2021 Grade 6 junior high 

school English teacher 
Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

5:00 

March 11, 2021 Ms. Imadani Sawa Elementary 
School 

25:00 

March 23, 2021 Grade 6 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 
School 

19:00 

March 25, 2021 Grade 5 junior high 
school English teacher 

Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

10:00 

List of Interviews (continues). 
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List of Interviews (continued). 

Note. tantō = regular classroom teacher, but teaches all the English lessons in an entire grade; 
senka = a teacher who has a junior or senior high school English license and is hired by a local 
Board of Education to teach elementary school EFL and usually teaches at multiple schools; 
Total = 72 interviews and 2,160 minutes. 
 
 
 
 

Date Participant Affiliation Date 
March 26, 2021 Grade 5 tantō teacher Sawa Elementary 

School 
16:00 

March 26, 2021 Head of Office Sawa Elementary 
School 

15:00 

May 25, 2021 Mr. Fukuyama Former MEXT Senior 
Curriculum Specialist 

40:30 

June 11, 2021 English senka teacher Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

17:00 

October 18, 2021 Mr. Morimoto Former MEXT Senior 
Curriculum Specialist 

35:00 

November 19, 2021 English senka teacher Mori Elementary School 21:00 
November 22, 2021 Senka, Grade 6 tantō 

and Grade 5 tantō 
teachers 

Sawa Elementary 
School 

29:00 

November 22, 2021 Principal Sawa Elementary 
School 

19:00 

December 3, 2021 English senka teacher Yama Elementary and 
Junior High School 

11:00 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: NATIONAL LEVEL PARTICIPANTS 

 

Questions regarding the creation of policy 

1. Can you describe your position/department and role at MEXT? 

2. What factors went into consideration when the new Course of Study was being 

drafted? 

3. How many meetings did it take to make the policy?  

3a. Who attended those meetings? 

3b. What went on in those meetings? 

 3c. How, if at all, did the new Course of Study evolve during the process?  

3d. What were these changes responses to? 

3e. Is that information made available to the public? 

4. How much funding has been allocated for elementary school English? 

5. What was difficult about making this policy? Can you give me an example? 

6. What criteria was used to make this policy? 

7. Is there anything about the policy that you dislike or disagree with? 

8. How is the new Course of Study different from the old one? 

9. What are your expectations for the new Course of Study? 

10. Are there any other policies MEXT is creating in regards to elementary school 

English? If so, could you please briefly explain. 
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Questions regarding the interpretation of policy 

1. How do you see this policy changing elementary school English? 

2. How is the policy communicated to the Boards of Education across the country?  

3. Does MEXT still conduct conferences/workshops for educational authorities in 

regards to elementary school English? 

4. What are the roles of the boards of education in implementing this policy? 

5. Can you describe the role principals have in policy implementation? 

6. At each prefecture and city, local boards of education modify or add to the policy to 

meet local needs. What are MEXT’s views of this modification? Generally, is this 

viewed positively or negatively? 

 

Questions regarding the implementation of policy in the classroom 

1. What challenges do you think teachers face in implementing the new Course of 

Study in their classrooms? 

2. What do you think is needed to ensure this policy will be successful? 

3. Is there any policy oversight to ensure it is implemented? If so, can you describe 

that for me? 

4. What are the strengths of this policy? 

5. What is MEXT’s position on English licensing for elementary school teachers 

when it becomes a subject?  

6. Moving forward, what do you see is the next step for MEXT? 
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文部科学省の方への質問 

政策（新学習指導要領）作成に関しての質問 

1. あなたの文部科学省での役職や部署、役割は何ですか。 

2. 新学習指導要領の草案にはどういった要素（複数）が考慮されましたか。 

3. 政策（新学習指導要領）作成のために何度会議を行いましたか。 

3a. それらの会議の参加者は誰ですか。 

3b. 会議では何が行われましたか。 

3c. 新学習指導要領はその過程においてどのように改正されましたか。 

3d. それらの改正はどういったことへの対応ですか。 

3e. その情報は公開されていますか。 

4. 小学校英語にはいくらの財源が割り当てられていますか。 

5. 政策（新学習指導要領）作成では何が困難でしたか。例を挙げてください。 

6. 新学習指導要領作成時には、どういった基準が使われましたか。政策（新学習指

導要領）に関して、あなたが気に入らなかったり同意しないことはありますか。 

7. 新学習指導要領と以前の学習指導要領はどのように異なりますか。 

8. あなたが新学習指導要領に対して期待していること（複数）は何ですか。 

9. 小学校英語に関して文部科学省が作成している政策（複数）は他にありますか。

もしあれば、簡単に説明してください。 

 

政策（新学習指導要領）の解釈に関しての質問 

1. あなたはこの政策（新学習指導要領）が小学校英語をどのように変えると思いま

すか。 
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2. この政策（新学習指導要領）は全国の教育委員会に、どのようにして伝えられま

すか。 

3. 文部科学省はこれから、小学校英語に関して、学会やワークショップを開催しま

すか。 

4. この政策（新学習指導要領）を実行する際の教育委員会の役割（複数）は何です

か。 

5. この政策（新学習指導要領）を実行する際の校長が担う役割を説明してください。 

6. 各自治体の教育委員会が地元の必要性に応じて政策（新学習指導要領）に修正を

加えますが、こういった修正に対しての文部科学省はどういった見解を持ってい

ますか。一般的に、修正を建設的に、それとも否定的にとらえますか。 

 

教室での政策（新学習指導要領）の実行に関する質問 

1. 教室で教員が新学習指導要領に沿って教える際に、何が困難（複数）だと思いま

すか。 

2. この政策（新学習指導要領）を成功させるためには何が必要だと思いますか。 

3. 政策（新学習指導要領）に沿っているかを確認するための監督方法はありますか。

あれば、説明してください。 

4. 新学習指導要領には良い点（複数）はありますか。あるとすれば何ですか。 

5. 小学校英語が科目になる際の小学校英語の免許に関して、文部科学省の考え方は

何ですか。 

6. これから文部科学省にとって次のステップは何ですか。 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: REGIONAL LEVEL PARTICIPANTS 

 

Questions regarding the creation of policy 

1. What are you views on the new elementary school English Course of Study? 

2. How does the policy meet the needs of your community? 

3. Has the Board of Education created any provisional policies or materials to support 

the new Course of Study? 

4. Is there anything about the Course of Study that you are concerned about? 

 

Questions regarding the interpretation of policy 

1. How do you see this policy changing elementary school English? 

2. What is the role of the board of education in interpreting this policy? 

3. How do you communicate with the principals and schools about the policy? 

4. Does the Board receive any funding from MEXT specifically for elementary school 

English? If so, how much and what is the funding for? 

5. Could you talk about the teacher workshops and seminars your board provides for 

teachers to help them teach English? 

 

Questions regarding classroom practices 

1. What challenges do you think teachers face in implementing the new Course of 

Study in their classrooms? 
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2. What do you think is needed to ensure this policy will be successful? 

3. Is there any policy oversight to ensure it is implemented? If so, can you describe 

that for me? 

4. Moving forward, what do you see is the next important steps? 

 

Principals 

Questions regarding the interpretation of policy 

1. What are your views on the new English Course of Study? 

2. How do you see the new policy changing elementary school English? 

Questions regarding classroom practice 

1. How are Grade 5 and 6 teachers dealing with the new policy? 

2. What do you think is needed to ensure Grade 5 and 6 teachers will be effective in 

teaching English as an academic subject? 

3. Is there any policy oversight to ensure it is implemented? If so, can you describe 

that for me? 

4. Has your school created any other additional policies for English education? 

5. Can you describe for me how training for teachers is supported by the school? 

6. Does your school receive any funding for elementary school English? 

7. How does the local board of education assist the school? 
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教育委員会の方への質問 

政策（新学習指導要領）作成に関しての質問 

1. 小学校英語の新学習指導要領について、あなたはどう思いますか。 

2. 新学習指導要領は、この学校区域の必要性に合っていると思いますか。もし合っ

ていないと思う場合、どのあたりがどう合っていないですか。 

3. 政策（新学習指導要領）をサポートするために、教育委員会は暫定的な（臨時

の）政策や教材を作成しましたか。 

4. 新学習指導要領に関してあなたが気に入らないことはありますか。 

 

政策（新学習指導要領）の解釈に関しての質問 

1. あなたはこの政策（新学習指導要領）が小学校英語をどのように変えると思いま

すか。 

2. この政策（新学習指導要領）を解釈する際の教育委員会の役割は何ですか。 

3. この政策（新学習指導要領）を校長や学校にどのように伝えますか。 

4. 教育委員会は小学校英語のために文部科学省から財源を割り当てられますか。も

しそうであれば、いくらの財源が割り当てられますか。またその財源は何のため

ですか。 

5. 教育員会が主催する教員のためのワークショップやセミナーについておしえてく

ださい。 
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教室での政策（新学習指導要領）の実行に関する質問 

1. 教室で新学習指導要領に沿って教える際に、教員が直面する困難は何だと思いま

すか。 

2. この政策（新学習指導要領）を成功させるためには何が必要だと思いますか。新

学習指導要領に沿っているかを確認するための監督方法は ありますか。あれば、

説明してください。 

3. 先を見据えて、次のステップは何だと思いますか。 

 

校長への質問 

政策（新学習指導要領）の解釈に関しての質問 

1. 小学校英語の新学習指導要領に関してどのように思いますか。 

2. この政策（新学習指導要領）が小学校英語をどのように変えると思いますか。 

 

教室での新学習指導要領の実行に関する質問 

1. 高学年の教員が新学習指導要領に沿って教える際に、何が困難（複数）だと思い

ますか。 

2. 教師が教科として英語を効果的に教えるために必要なことは何だと思いますか？ 

3. 政策（新学習指導要領）に沿っているかを確認するための監督方法はありますか。

あれば、説明してください。 

4. この学校は、英語教育のために他の追加ポリシーを作ましたか？ 

5. 学校で教師向けのトレーニングや研修について教えて下さい。 
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6. あなたの学校は小学校英語のために財源をもらいますか。 

7. 教育委員会はどのように学校を支援していますか？ 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHERS 

 

Questions regarding views towards English 

1. Can you describe your experiences learning English? 

2. What challenges do you face in teaching English at this school? 

3. What do you like/dislike about teaching English lessons? 

4. How do you teach English? How do you feel about your English lessons? 

5. So far, what has been the hardest thing to teach in English class? 

6. Who selected the textbook? What do you think about the textbook? 

7. For you, what is the hardest subject to teach? 

8. How would you describe the support your get from this school? 

 

Questions regarding the new Course of Study 

1. What are you views on the new elementary school course of study? 

2. Currently what do you see is the biggest challenge for your school in conducting 

English lessons? 

3. How do you find teaching early literacy skills? 

4. How is the evaluation process going so far? 

5. In what ways do you think the policy meets the needs of your students? If not, 

where and how? 

6. Is there anything about the policy that you dislike or disagree with? 
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7. How is this policy different from the previous one? 

8. How do you see this policy changing elementary school English? 

 

Questions regarding professional development 

1. How would you describe the in-service professional development programs for 

teaching English? 

2. What do you see is the biggest challenge for your school in conducting English 

lessons? 

 

小学校教員への質問 

英語に対する見方に関する質問 

1. 英語学習の経験を教えてください。 

2. この学校で英語を教えるときにあなたが直面している困難（複数）は何ですか。

あなたは英語の授業の何が好き/嫌いですか。 

3. どのように英語を教えますか？ 

4. あなたの英語の授業に対してどのように思いますか？ 

5. これまで、英語の授業で教えるのに一番苦労することは何ですか 

6. 英語教科書は誰が選択しましたか？ それについてどう思いますか？ 

7. あなたにとって教えるのが最も大変な科目は何ですか。 

8. あなたは学校からのサポートについてどう思いますか。 
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新学習指導要領に対しての質問 

1. 小学校の新学習指導要領についてどう思いますか。 

2. 現在、あなたの学校で英語の授業をする際の最大の困難は何だと思いますか。初

期のリテラシースキルを教えるにはどうすればいいですか？ 

3. これまで評価どのように進んでいますか？どのように生徒の英語を評価するの？ 

4. 現行の政策（学習指導要領）は、どのように生徒の必要性に合っていると思いま

すか。また、もし合っていないと思う場合、どのあたりがどう合っていないです

か。 

5. 学習指導要領に関してあなたが気に入らないことや同意しないことはありますか。 

6. 新学習指導要領と前の学習指導要領どのように異なりますか。 

7. 新学習指導要領が小学校英語をどのように変えると思いますか。 

 

専門知識開発に関しての質問 

1. 現行の英語を教えるための専門知識開発プログラムについて、どう思いますか。 

2. あなたの学年にとって英語の授業を教える際、最大の困難は何だと思いま

すか。 
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APPENDIX E 

LIST OF CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

Date Class School 
September 27, 2018 Grade 2-1, Grade 5-2, 

Grade 6-1 
Sawa Elementary School 

November 21, 2018 Grade 5-2 Mori Elementary School 
February 15, 2019 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2, 

Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 
Mori Elementary School 

March 1, 2019 Grade 5-1, Grade 4-2 Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

June 20, 2019 Grade 4-1, Grade 5-1 Mori Elementary School 

July 31, 2020 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

September 14, 2020 Grade 6-1, Grade 5-1 Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

October 21, 2020 Grade 6-1 and Grade 9-1, 
Grade 6-2 and Grade 9-2, 
Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2 

Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

November 5, 2020 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2, 
Grade 5-3 

Mori Elementary School 

November 10, 2020 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2, 
Grade 6-1 

Sawa Elementary School 

November 27, 2020 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 Mori Elementary School 

December 4, 2020 Grade 6-2, Grade 3-2, 
Grade 4-1 

Sawa Elementary School 

January 18, 2021 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2 Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

January 29, 2021 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 Sawa Elementary School 
February 4, 2021 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 Yama Elementary and Junior 

High School 
February 19, 2021 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2, 

Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2 
Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

List of Classroom Observations (continues). 
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List of Classroom Observations (continued). 

Date Class School 
March 10, 2021 Grade 6-1 and Grade 9-2 

Grade 6-2 and Grade 9-1 

Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

March 14, 2021 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2 Sawa Elementary School 

June 11, 2021 Grade 5-2, Grade 6-1 Yama Elementary and Junior 
High School 

June 25, 2021 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2, 
Grade 5-3 

Sawa Elementary School 

November 19, 2021 Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 Mori Elementary School 
November 22, 2021 Grade 5-1, Grade 5-2, 

Grade 6-1, Grade 6-2 
Sawa Elementary School 

December 3, 2021 Grade 5-2, Grade 6-1 Sawa Elementary School 
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APPENDIX F 

CLASSROOM OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 

 

School: ____________________ Grade: _____ Class: _____ Date: ____________ 
 
 
Teacher(s): _________________________________ Unit: _____ Lesson: _____ 
 
1. Lesson Objectives 
 
 
Key vocabulary 
 
 
 
2. Language Activities 
 
A. Opening Class・Greetings  Japanese/English 
 
 
 
B. Activities 
 
Activity 1 _____________________________________ Time: _________ 
 
Explanation: English / Japanese (class/group/pair/individual) (teacher-student/student-
student) 
 
Description: 
 
 
 
Resources used: 
 
 
 
Scaffolding / feedback provided: 
 
 
 
Evaluation:  
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Activity 2 _____________________________________ Time:_________ 
 
Explanation: English/Japanese (class/group/pair/individual) (teacher-student/student-
student) 
 
Description: 
 
 
 
 
Resources used: 
 
 
 
Scaffolding/feedback provided: 
 
 
 
Evaluation:  
 
 
 
Activity 3 _____________________________________ Time:_________ 
 
Explanation: English/Japanese (class/group/pair/individual) (teacher-student/student-
student) 
 
Description: 
 
 
 
 
Resources used: 
 
 
 
Scaffolding/feedback provided: 
 
 
 
Evaluation:  
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Activity 4 _____________________________________ Time: _________ 
 
Explanation: English/Japanese (class/group/pair/individual) (teacher-student/student-
student) 
 
Description: 
 
 
 
 
Resources used: 
 
 
 
Scaffolding/feedback provided: 
 
 
 
 
Evaluation:  
 
 
 
 
Activity 5 _____________________________________ Time: _________ 
 
Explanation: English/Japanese (class/group/pair/individual ) (teacher-student/student-
student) 
 
Description: 
 
 
 
 
Resources used: 
 
 
 
Scaffolding/feedback provided: 
 
 
 
Evaluation:  
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APPENDIX G 
 

CONSENT FORMS 

Informed Consent for Teachers 
Elementary School English Language Policy 

Principal Investigator: Peter Ferguson 
 

Please read the following material that explains this research study. Signing this form 
will indicate that you have been informed about the study and that you want to 
participate. I want you to understand what you are being asked to do and what risks and 
benefits—if any—are associated with the study. This should help you decide whether or 
not you want to participate in the study.  
 
Researcher: Peter Ferguson (address) (telephone number) (email address) 
Project Supervisor: Prof. Eton Churchill, Temple University, Tokyo Campus                                     

〒 154-0004 東京都世田谷区太子堂 1-14-29  
 
Project Description 
This research study is a case study on elementary school English. Participation in this 
study is entirely your choice. Classroom observations, and with permission, video 
recordings of classes (student faces will not be recorded). An interview, if possible a 
follow-up interview, with the researcher at a place and time of your preference. The 
interview will take approximately 30-40 minutes. This is not to evaluate the participant, 
but simply to gather information.  
 
Study Withdrawal 
You have the right to withdraw your consent or stop participating at any time. You have 
the right to refuse to answer any question(s) or participate in any procedure for any 
reason. 
 
Confidentiality 
We will make every effort to maintain the privacy of your data. After collection of the 
class observations and interview, Peter Ferguson (and Prof. Churchill) will maintain the 
privacy of the data collected, monitor data entry, and conduct analyses. Only the 
researchers will see the information. No release of data collected will identify individual 
participants or the school. 
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Invitation for Questions 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant, any concerns regarding this 
project or any dissatisfaction with any aspect of this study, please contact the researcher 
(Peter Ferguson). 
 
Authorization 
I have read this paper about the study or it was read to me. I know the possible risks and 
benefits. I know that being in this study is voluntary. I choose to be in this study. I know 
that I can withdraw at any time. I have received, on the date signed, a copy of this 
document.  
 
Name of Participant (printed) ______________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Participant ______________________________ Date _____________ 
 
Email ___________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of researcher ______________________________ Date _____________ 
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教員の研究参加の同意書 
研究課題「小学校の外国語教育について」 

 
この研究に関する以下の説明をご一読下さい。ご一読の上、研究内容についてご理解

くださり、研究にご協力いただける場合は、参加同意書に署名をお願い申し上げま

す。 
 
研究者 Peter Ferguson (address) (telephone number) (email address) 
研究指導 Prof. Eton Churchill テンプル大学ジャパンキャンパス 

〒 154-0004 東京都世田谷区太子堂 1-14-29 
 
研究目的 この研究は、日本の公立小学校にどのように外国語教育が導入されているか

を調べるものです。特に先生方が直面している問題や課題にどのように対応されてい

るかを調べるものです。 
 
手順 研究者は外国語科の授業を観察し、ビデオ録画させていただきます（児童の顔

は写らないように配慮します）。さらに３回または4回のインタビューを実施します。 
 
時間 各インタビューは約３０分程度です。日程については研究参加者のご都合に合

わせます。 
 
参加の利点：本研究にご参加下さる利点として 
１．ご自身の実践を振り返り、それらをより深く理解していくことが出来ます。 
２．ご自身の経験を他の方に共有していただくことが出来ます。 
 
辞退 
参加者は、いつでもこの同意書を撤回し、参加を中止する権利があります。理由に関

わらず、質問への回答や、研究への参加を取り消すことができます。 
 
秘密厳守 
参加者からいただくデータのプライバシーを厳守します。調査結果はファーガソン・

ピーター（とチャーチル博士）により分析されます。このデータを公表することにお

いて、個人が特定されることはないことをお約束します。研究結果は学術的な目的以

外で使用されることはありません。 
 
 
質問 
この研究に関してご質問があれば、同意書に署名する前に前述の研究者にお問い合わ

せ下さい。 
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承認 
私はこの研究に関しての説明を読むか、または口頭で説明を受けました。この研究に

参加するかどうかは各自の自主的な選択によることも理解しました。この研究に参加

します。いつでも辞退できることも承知しています。尚、同意書に署名した日に、そ

のコピー一部を受け取りました。 
 
参加者名 _______________________________________ 日付 ______________ 
 
 
連絡先（Email）_______________________________________________ 
 
 
研究者 _________________________________________ 日付 ________________  
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Participant Informed Consent Form 
Elementary School English Language Policy 

Principal Investigator: Peter Ferguson 
 

Please read the following material that explains this research study. Signing this form 
will indicate that you have been informed about the study and that you want to 
participate. I want you to understand what you are being asked to do and what risks and 
benefits—if any—are associated with the study. This should help you decide whether or 
not you want to participate in the study.  
 
Principal investigator: Peter Ferguson (address) (telephone number) (email address) 
 
Research Project Supervisor: Prof. Eton Churchill 

Temple University, Tokyo Campus 
〒 154-0004 東京都世田谷区太子堂 1-14-29 

  
Project Description 
This research study is a case study on elementary school English. Participation in this 
study is entirely your choice. An interview, if possible a follow-up interview, with the 
researcher at a place and time of your preference. The interview will take approximately 
30-40 minutes. This is not to evaluate the participant, but simply to gather information 
on the course of Study and policy implementation.  
 
Study Withdrawal 
You have the right to withdraw your consent or stop participating at any time. You have 
the right to refuse to answer any question(s) or participate in any procedure for any 
reason. 
 
Confidentiality 
We will make every effort to maintain the privacy of your data. After collection of the 
class observations and interview, Peter Ferguson (and Prof. Churchill) will maintain the 
privacy of the data collected, monitor data entry, and conduct analyses. Only the 
researchers will see the information. No release of data collected will identify individual 
participants or the school. 
 
Invitation for Questions 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant, any concerns regarding this 
project or any dissatisfaction with any aspect of this study, please contact the researcher 
(Peter Ferguson). 
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Authorization 
I have read this paper about the study or it was read to me. I know the possible risks and 
benefits. I know that being in this study is voluntary. I choose to be in this study. I know 
that I can withdraw at any time. I have received, on the date signed, a copy of this 
document.  
 
Name of Participant (printed) ______________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Participant ______________________________ Date _____________ 
 
 
Email ___________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of researcher ______________________________ Date _____________ 
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 研究参加の同意書 
研究課題「小学校の外国語教育について」 

 
この研究に関する以下の説明をご一読下さい。ご一読の上、研究内容についてご理解

くださり、研究にご協力いただける場合は、参加同意書に署名をお願い申し上げま

す。 
 
研究者  Peter Ferguson (address) (telephone number) (email address) 
研究指導  Prof. Eton Churchill テンプル大学ジャパンキャンパス 

〒 154-0004 東京都世田谷区太子堂 1-14-29 
研究目的 
この研究は、日本の公立小学校にどのように外国語教育が導入されているかを調べる

ものです。特に英語教育政策（Course of Study）に関して調べるものです。さらに、外
国語科の授業を実践して問題や課題にどのように対応されているかも調べるもので

す。 
 
手順 研究者とインタビューを実施します。 
時間 各インタビューは約３０分程度です。日程については研究参加者のご都合に合

わせます。 
 
参加の利点：本研究にご参加下さる利点として 
１．ご自身の実践を振り返り、それらをより深く理解していくことが 出来ます。 
２．ご自身の経験を他の方に共有していただくことが出来ます。 
 
辞退 
参加者は、いつでもこの同意書を撤回し、参加を中止する権利があります。理由に関

わらず、質問への回答や、研究への参加を取り消すことができます。 
 
秘密厳守 
参加者からいただくデータのプライバシーを厳守します。調査結果はファーガソン・

ピーター（とチャーチル博士）により分析されます。このデータを公表することにお

いて、個人が特定されることはないことをお約束します。研究結果は学術的な目的以

外で使用されることはありません。 
 
質問 
この研究に関してご質問があれば、同意書に署名する前に前述の研究者にお問い合わ

せ下さい。 
 
承認 
私はこの研究に関しての説明を読むか、または口頭で説明を受けました。この研究に

参加するかどうかは各自の自主的な選択によることも理解しました。この研究に参加

します。いつでも辞退できることも承知しています。尚、同意書に署名した日に、そ

のコピー一部を受け取りました。 
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参加者名 _____________________________________ 日付 _______________ 
 
 
連絡先（Email）_______________________________________________ 
 
 
研究者 _________________________________________ 日付 ________________ 
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APPENDIX H 
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APPENDIX K 

TABLE OF NATIONAL CURRICULUM WITH HOURS OF LESSONS 

 
Sections and Grades 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Number 
of 
lessons 
for 
academic 
subjects 

Japanese 306 315 245 245 175 175 
Social Studies   70 90 100 105 
Math 136 175 175 175 175 175 
Science   90 105 105 105 
Life Sciences 102 105     
Music 68 70 60 60 50 50 
Arts & Crafts 68 70 60 60 50 50 
Home Economics     60 55 
Physical Education 102 105 105 105 90 90 
Foreign Languages     70 70 

Special Subject: Moral Education 34 35 35 35 35 35 
Foreign Language Activities   35 35   
Period of Integrated Studies   70 70 70 70 
Special Activities 34 35 35 35 35 35 
Total Number of Lessons 850 910 980 1015 1015 1015 
Note. Translated from Course of Study Overview, p. 12. Original formatting retained. 
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