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YOMIURI SHIMBUN
23 August 2011

Mineo Nakajima, Ph.D.
President
Akita International University
RONTEN (Point at issue)
Primary School English Education

Compulsory English education in all public elementary schools began this April. It seems to be
introduction in an era of globalization considering the status of English in its role as an international languagg
should definitely achieve success. There might be a wide range of trials-and-errors and some difficulties in th
- future; therefore, this highly important matter should be carefully handled by all those who are concerned.
Concurrently, a drastic reform of Japan’s English education system, not exclusive to elementar,

indispensable, as well as introspection regarding the whole concept of English education in Japan. School children

a rather late

2. Even so, it

e foreseeable

b schools, is

are not alone

in being trapped in a cage—that is, having a complex of ‘being incapable of English’—even in this era of globalization. The

result is an enormous handicap, individually and nationally.
As to English education in elementary schools, English classes were intended to be in the curriculum
once a week for 5%- and 6‘h'grade students, that is, 35 times a year, but not as a school subject, rather as a “speci

this is a class without textbooks, without evaluation. This was decided on the basis of the 2006 report, “On Engli

proximately

activity,” so

ish Education

in Elementary Schools,” issued by the Central Council for the Special Committee on Foreign Language Learning, of which I

served as head.

I mysélﬁ long for the environment in which children can become familiar with English, such as
conversation, quizzes, and songs in the 1% and 2™ grades; and intercultural studies in the “Education for
Understanding” class in the 3" and 4® grades. English has to be taught in the 5% and 6" grades as one of the scho
light of the big gap when compared to Korea, Taiwan and China, where school children start learning English in
beginning ten years ago.

fundamental
International

ol subjects in

‘the 3™ grade,

In the past, MEXT went through a variety of experiences: introducing a system which specified so

e
schools as Research Schools for English Education beginning in the early 1990s, and creating some Select A::L

Education, beginning in 2004. One the other hand, the ALT (Assistant Language Teachers) system has been i

dispatch ALTs to each school with the cooperation of local governments.

elementary
for English

1 progress to

Nevertheless, it is difficult to dispatch ALTs to all public schools, and there is an impending iss

e of how to

coordinate ALTs, whose teaching loads are different, depending on the schools. It is likely to happen that supervisory teachers

will have to spend many hours to discuss teaching assignments with ALTs beforehand, and even notwithstandin
have fewer roles in classes than anticipated. These are also issues to be solved or improved.

Akita Prefecture, having attained first place on the national achievement exam for primary and secon
over 4 consecutive years, began a 5-year training course for teachers of English and related activities in elemen
Akita International University where I am president. This training took place during the summer vacation at the

August. A workshop named “Communication with ALTs” was also conducted as part of the training. It is notew

, ALTs may

students
schools at

beginning of
y that Akita

o
Prefecture, cooperating with 72 ALTs at this moment, already adopted an English conversation test in the se:Tnd round of

teacher employmént exams for all applicants, including the elementary school section, ten years ago.

As aforementioned, you will see that the further combined efforts of the national/local government an

sector are strongly required regarding English education for elementary schools, which has just begun.
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