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Introduction 
 

 

The objective of this book is to present both native English speaking and Japanese instructors 

of English with classroom tasks designed for the learning preferences of Japanese EFL students. 

To this end research material published by both Japanese and foreign scholars on the behavioral 

and social-linguistic factors influencing learner behavior and communicative competence in the 

Japanese EFL classroom were examined. Research by international linguistic scholars on the 

ethnologic mental processes (e.g. cognitive, psychological, and analytical) as well as the socio-

linguistic characteristics of Japanese learners engaged in second language acquisition were 

examined. The combination of these two constituents was employed to design motivational tasks 

applicable for Japanese primary, secondary, and tertiary level students. Though the task models 

presented in the proceeding chapters are gauged to intermediate-level learners, adaptations can 

be made to orientate the material to higher or lower proficiency levels. 

 

The tasks were designed with the knowledge that students in different countries have diverse 

learning preferences. For example, Thai students prefer auditory and kinesthetic learning in a 

pair/group format. Koreans students favor visual learning, Arabic learners value tactile learning 

while English and Indonesian learners respond well to individual learning. There is a generous 

amount of overlap and weaving of these multi-cultural learners within the various learner 

preference models, nevertheless, primary motivational characteristics are apparent and were 

considered when designing the classroom tasks presented. With much of the classroom research 

available centered on Western-style educational approaches to task-based learning, it follows that 

most of the academic material available has been generated in Anglo-American facilities with a 

slant toward the learning demeanor of Western students. 

 

The teacher-centered approach, rebuked by most of the West, continues to be the predominant 

characteristic of the Japanese classroom. Cultural and habitual practices have made the adaptation 

of the student-centered classroom model a sluggish undertaking. Japanese teachers and students 

struggle to balance their traditions with the demands of the present and future. The transformation 

has thus far been a disappointment for all concerned as teachers, both foreign and native, find the 

foundations for communicative-style instruction tenuous. For students, it represents a departure 

from the passive listening and reading to the active speaking and interacting.  
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This adaptation has proven disconcerting for many as student disengagement has become a 

common realism.  Lafaye & Tsuda (2002:146) describe typical university student behavior in the 

English classroom: 

 
University students are unmotivated where English is concerned and this often 

translates into their sitting through classes with blank expressions on their faces or 

unconvincingly going through the motions, or even closing down… Students seem to 

make little progress and seem fed up with English and generally disappointed by their 

English learning experience. As a result it was surmised that here might be something 

lacking in teachers approaches to language instruction, something amiss with the 

teaching materials available to teachers of English, and/ or something even more 

fundamental like a general failure in foreign language education in Japan. 

 

 

Despite a number of governmental initiatives put into policy and practice over the past decade 

(e.g., Intensive English Teacher Training -2002; Action plan to cultivate ‗Japanese with English 

Abilities‘-2003; Listening tests for the ‗Center Examination‘-2006; English in elementary 

schools, ‗New Course of Study‘-2008; ‗Compulsory English Language Education‘, beginning in 

year 3 elementary school -2013. etc.) little enthusiasm has been generated.  

The responsibility has been, in a manner of speaking, put upon the instructor to design engaging 

lesson plans that both motivate and educate; not to surrender to the forces of apathy, but rather 

experiment with multiple task types, modify when necessary, and orchestrate material that 

induces the desire to participate. 

 

Native English speaking instructors, trained and experienced in the methods of language 

teaching and classroom behavior, may find their students a challenge. For more than a decade, 

Japanese students have finished near or at the bottom in international English proficiency 

examinations. As scores continue to falter year by year, it is difficult to know whether the 

Japanese approach to language learning is moving in reverse or perhaps other nations are 

progressing at a pace that diminishes any actual progress being made in Japan. This truth is 

known to all concerned yet those presiding over educational agendas seem unwilling or unable to 

address the issue with conviction. The forecasts for Japan losing further ground on the global 

economic stage, due in part to the low English fluency level of its people, have done little to 

expedite change. Though this may seem the height of governmental irresponsibility, the Japanese 

economy is ranked third in the world. Perhaps the bleak rhetoric has been brushed aside owing to 

Japan‘s continued economic might. For many, English is not quite the necessity many claim it to 

be. It is still probable that a graduate will find employment in a reputable business, buy a home, 

and raise a family without the need for English fluency. ‗Japanability‘ seems to be alive and well 

despite the recent economic downturn and challenges from neighboring economies. 
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Nevertheless, with a prosperous economy and global influence comes a greater need for 

proficient English speakers. With China and South Korea gaining technological ground and other 

Asian nations on the rise, Japan can ill afford to remain complacent. This truth lingers in the 

mind of politicians, administrators, parents, and students. The failure has not been in the 

message, but rather the strategy needed to bring Japan on board. It is hoped that the following 

chapters will give both teachers and students an avenue that leads to greater success in the 

teaching and learning of the English language. 

 

Chapter I, ‗The Japanese Classroom‘, begins by exploring how social, economic, and cultural 

conditions influence English language study in Japan. The opinions of Japanese EFL researchers 

in regards to the difficulties of implementing communicative language teaching methods are 

presented. The section ‗Cultural Recognition‘ discusses the international dominance of the 

English language and its effect on Japanese educational traditions while the section ‗Motivating 

Japanese Learners‘ examines what motivates Japanese learners to study English. Intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivations are discussed and the benefits of group/pair learning on motivation levels 

are probed. 

 

Chapter II, ‗Primary Linguistic Concerns‘ discusses  the three major concerns and difficulties in 

English acquisition (pronunciation, grammar, and writing) for most Japanese students and the 

particulars of the Japanese language that transfer into English. The ‗Pronunciation‘ section 

compares Japanese and English phonemes and stress patterns as well as common  pronunciation 

errors and the reasons behind them. The ‗Grammar Comparisons‘ section examines L1 

interference and the resulting common English grammatical errors. English teaching 

methodology in Japanese schools and the factors affecting proper grammatical instruction are 

also covered. The ‗Writing Basics‘ section begins with a comparison of Japanese and English 

paragraph construction followed by a brief description of Japanese paragraph, narrative, 

descriptive, and comparison/contrast writing styles. The section ‗Japanese Learner Preferences‘ 

explores the style of learning preferred by various nationalities and how Japan fits into this 

schematic. 

 

Chapter III, ‗Formulating Tasks‘ opens with a description of the task-based approach and the 

relevant literature and research that supports the use of task-based models in lesson plans and 

curriculum design.  The three task-based types (information-gap, reasoning-gap, and opinion-

gap) represent the categories individual tasks fall under. This chapter then offers research 

perspectives on the oral narrative style of delivery as well as the socio-linguistic benefits of 

video and music as extra-linguistic support. The chapter concludes with examples of lesson 

construction compatible with each of the task categories. 

 

Chapter IV, ‗Lesson Plans‘, offers abbreviated lesson plans for each task. The examples include 

notes on the goal, strategy, and classification type(s) of each lesson as well as a procedural guide 

(introduction, during the task, and after the task) for instructors. Task material for each class is 

presented along with advice on how lessons can be altered to fit various target groups. 
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