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Welcome to the seventh issue of 
PeerSpectives, Summer 2011

PEERSPECTIVES seeks views from everyone: 
students, teachers, and school staff. We want to 
encourage more peering (verb: to treat those we 
work with, teach, and learn from as peers and to 
value their points of view) and collaboration. We 

can benefit from everyone’s ideas and ask 
important questions about our learning and 
teaching, research, professional and personal 
development and explore how we could improve 
our human conditions, around our own campus 

and more broadly in the world. We also welcome 
views and news from others in the net-o-sphere. 

PeerSpectives seeks short reflective, empirical, 
humorous, and opinionated articles discussing: 

• ways of learning, living and teaching better

• how we can cross disciplinary, cultural, 
age, and other borders and reap the benefits    

of our diversity (teacher-student 
collaborations welcome)

• what we do in learning and teaching and  
how we do it, with what tools or processes 

and with what results 

• the intertwining of our educational 

endeavors with the rest of our lives and how 
we can meaningfully navigate ecological  
solutions 

• book reviews, et cetera… (an important 

category) 

Got a new idea? Send it in. Got a question? Ask 
it. Did something new, strange, or wonderfully 
awesome happen in class? Tell us! 

Submissions: Note that nothing is automatically 
accepted, this is a peer edited and negotiated 
publication. We will give feedback and 
suggestions for improvement. This is an access 

publication for all those interested in 
experimental and experiential education.

Please submit via email attachments with 
manuscripts single spaced in 12” Times, APA 

style, 4 pages max (about 2000 words), but 
shorter the better, with a catchy title—quick 
reading for busy teachers and students, so KISS 
(keep it short and simple). 

Here’s hoping you all will have a wonderful 
summer break!      Eds 

Next Submission Deadline Nov. 15, 2011 
Going to press by Dec 15.

Send attached files with emails to: 
peerspectivesonline@gmail.com 

Contact michael-s@kanda.kuis.ac.jp
to become a reader. 

Access Back Copies of PeerSpectives at 
http://peerspectivesonline.org/

Editorial Team Issue # 7
Managing Editors: 

Michael Shanley & Tim Murphey 

Readers: Troy Rubesch, Keith Barrs, 

Luke Rowland, Tara McIlroy 

Layout: Jo Mynard 
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[Journal entry for June 30] After reading, "The 

L2 Passionate Interactional Imperative (for short 
The L2 Pie): It's Hot or It's Not" found at http://
sisaljournal.org/ (Current Issue), I naturally 
thought of our classes in the 3rd grade of 8 years 
olds in elementary school. They are now doing a 

content-based unit on insects. The unit is about 
8 hours long in total. At this stage they are 
preparing quizzes in English for their friends. For 
example, “Where are the ears on a 
cricket?” (answer later) And one of the final 

classes will be an open house study presentation 
class for teachers to observe.

Until now the kids have been learning about 
insects and the language used to talk about 

them; where they live, what they eat, and how 
many stages they go through. The original 
quizzes they make along with the English for 
questions and answers are based on what they 
have read in books by themselves.  They will also 

recycle all the previous insect information they 
have learned.

Today we brought in one 3rd grade class that has 
finished making their quizzes and has experience 

in giving their quizzes to each other. They are 
just a bit ahead of the other class. Not experts 
either but further along. Imagine 70 insect 

explorers and experts. The other class has yet to 

reach this stage and has not prepared for the 
quizzes. But they will soon do the same activity 
in their own class. Also, one homeroom teacher 
has experience doing the lesson for the past 2 
years; the other teacher is new to the insect unit 

like her students.

So the 'pie bakers' [experienced students who 
had previously done the activities] helped the 
'soon-to-be pie bakers' learn about how to give 

the quiz, draw the quiz cards, give hints to help 
in understanding, and how to do all this in 
English. The 'soon-to-be pie bakers' had fun 
experiencing the variety of quizzes, one to one. 
They moved around from desk island to island at 

their own pace, taking quiz after quiz. The 
bakers also asked, ‘what do you think about my 
quiz?’ to get feedback on whether the 
information was new or surprising or that the 
quiz needed more work. Playing the game to 

learn how to play the game. What a grand time 
they all had. 

And the spoken follow-up comments (in the L1, 
Japanese) at the end of class by the kids from 

the 2 groups of 8 year-olds were something! 

Bakers-to-be:

' I want to try to make a good quiz and do it in 

English like the 3-3 class'.

'You have to speak loud and clear to be 
understood'

'The (bakers) were so easy to understand and 
their quizzes were really interesting.

The Ears of Crickets! 
Scaffolding Learning 
Through Peer Mentoring – 
with 8 Year-Olds 

Bob Middleton, Kasahara 
Elementary School, Gifu

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011

http://sisaljournal.org/
http://sisaljournal.org/
http://sisaljournal.org/
http://sisaljournal.org/


P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  7  p a g e  4

Bakers:

It was a little difficult but it was fun.

I was happy that everyone could understand my 
quiz.

'I could see how important pointing (to pictures) 
and using the quiz card was today'.

And the best one from one of the bakers 

(certainly a teacher-to-be), 'You're not there yet, 
but you will be with a little more practice'.

The class was like a group “flow” that will 

inspire them to really want to try hard and excel 
with the insect class and the quiz, and make it 
their own. And this could be the turn around 
point in the year in which they will make leaps 
and bounds of progress that they choose 

themselves. Oh, and cricket ears. I learned they 
are on the knees.

It is such a small thing to put bakers with bakers-
to-be, just getting together to learn, and letting 

them learn from teaching and naturally 
interacting in the L2. It’s magic.

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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I never gave much thought to tongue-twisters in 
language learning.  They came up in class 
occasionally; the students challenged me with 

one in their language, I half-heartedly tried, 
failed and then challenged them with something 
boringly obvious like, “She sells seashells by the 
seashore.” They would try for a minute or so, 
we’d all have a nice little chuckle and then I was 

free to get back to my lesson plan.  Done and 
finished.  I never considered just how much I was 
short-changing my students in these wonderfully 
emergent moments and all the different ways 
that a tongue-twister could help them.

Pronunciation

Poor pronunciation is probably one of the first 
things we tolerate as teachers, especially if we 

are working in a foreign country.  We acclimatise 
and then understand our students better, not 
because their pronunciation has improved but 
because our listening skills did.  So the problem 
of poor pronunciation becomes less of a problem 

and after a while our awareness of said problem 
lessens.  This is inevitable and, on the whole, 
probably a good thing as it saves us all from 
going absolutely crazy as the teacher spends half 
the lesson asking “What?” or “Can you repeat 

that please?”  So the lesson moves on, learner 
confidence and motivation is not lost, 

communication is faster – but what suffers is 

pronunciation.

To my mind, pronunciation already suffers 
because it usually gets marginalized by the more 
‘important’ priority – the textbook.  I’m 

relatively new to my school and I asked my 
colleagues how much they focus on 
pronunciation.  One answer was an honest “I do 
it at the end of the class if we have a spare 5 
minutes but really we don’t have time.”  So a 

conundrum exists whereby textbooks spend 
relatively little time on pure pronunciation work 
and teachers are often following syllabuses 
which too closely follow the textbook.  I don’t 
think the textbook authors are to blame.  Their 

product is simply not the best format for focus 
on something as complex and personal as 
pronunciation.  The author probably believes 
that this area is best left to the classroom 
teacher who is listening to those particular 

students.  Rightly so, I would say.
So, more work needs to be done on 
pronunciation and I think too much is never 
enough.   In fact, what I found surprising was the 
strong connection between pronunciation and 

reading skills, as put forward by Catherine 
Walter and reiterated by Robin Walker (Walker, 
2011). 

Tongue-Twisters

Pronunciation, like everything else in language 
learning, should be considered both separately 
and as part of a bigger whole.  We tend to look 
at the latter – the speaking exercise or mock test 

that brings up the pronunciation issues of one or 
two words or sounds – and we marginalize the 
former.  

Red Lorry, Yellow Lorry: 
Using Tongue-Twisters and 
Lip-Reading in my classes   

Gordon Scruton

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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Drilling is somewhat unfashionable, less time is 

spent focussing on specific sounds, and an 
alarmingly high number of teachers don’t use or 
even feel comfortable with the phonetic chart.

Controlled practice has been debated back and 

forth recently as we consider its place in the 
context of the popular communicative approach 
(“D is for Drills”, 2009; Keddie, 2011).  Tongue-
twisters are obviously a very controlled activity 
which focus on a lot of repetition and look at the 

nuances of only a single sentence at a time.  Yet 
the potential benefit is enormous.

First of all, tongue-twisters are fun.  They are 
fun because they are challenging yet low risk.  

Getting a tongue-twister wrong doesn’t result in 
a bad grade or extra homework, but getting it 
right does produce an enormous amount of 
satisfaction.  Dede Wilson emphasises the need 
for such fun in the classroom especially in the 

context of pronunciation (Wilson, 2011).  
Secondly, tongue-twisters are one of those few 
wonderful things for teachers that can be used 
at all levels, from a total beginner to a native 
speaker, with next to no scaffolding or concept 

checking necessary – all languages have them 
and therefore their function is almost 
immediately understood.

I was initially concerned that any serious focus 

on tongue-twisters might be a waste of valuable 
class time.  The sentences usually make little 
sense and are certainly not communicatively 
useful; when was the last time you saw 
somebody selling seashells?  However, I took 

comfort in the words of Michael Swan, Catherine 
Walter and Jamie Keddie who all liken language 
learning to music practice (“Interview with 

Michael Swan and Catherine Walter”, 2001; 

Keddie, 2011).  Musicians need to practise scales 
and difficult musical phrases over and over again 
until they become second nature.  Our learners 
need to be doing the same.

I also took inspiration from Adrian Underhill who 
has talked about the mouth being a muscle that, 
like any other, needs to be exercised in order to 
work correctly (Underhill, 2007).  All languages 
have a slightly different set of sounds and our 

mouths quickly become well-‘exercised’ in 
making the sounds for L1.  The demands of an L2 
mean that attention should be paid to exercising 
the mouth in those typically difficult foreign-
sound areas.So here is my approach…

Spoken Introduction
I start orally, not written.  The tongue-twister I 
eventually want to get to might be:

“The big, black bug bit the big, black dog on his 
big, black nose.”

However, it is important not to overwhelm the 
learners but rather to take them through this 

step by step.  Repetition is key and the more 
they repeat, the more their mouths get used to 
making these sounds.  At this stage everything 
remains spoken; no pens, pencils or paper yet.

 “The bug bit the dog on his nose.  
Repeat…”

This first round goes by quickly.  Everybody.  Now 
you.  Now you.  Now you two.  Now just the 

boys.  Just the girls.  The left side of the room.  
Now you again, etc.  Then it’s made harder.
 

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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“The black bug bit the black dog on his black 

nose.  Repeat…”

Again, we have a minute or two as the students 
try to say this.

This remains teacher-centred.  I go round the 
class getting individuals or pairs to say it.  At this 
point both teacher and learners have probably 
said the sentence 20 to 30 times.  Then it is 
made harder still.

 “The big, black bug bit the big, black dog 
on his big, black nose.  Repeat…”

By this point, the learners are familiar with the 

structure, sounds and words but are still 
challenged.  A lot of my students still think it’s 
impossible for them.

Silent Reflection

“Okay then.  I want you to say it silently.  Just 
mouth the words.  Watch me.”

Immediately this has a magnificent effect on the 

learners.  The stress and pressure to get it right 
is removed since nobody will hear them if they 
get it wrong.  As Underhill suggests, this has 
moved pronunciation from the mind and into the 
mouth (Underhill, 2007).  The goal for the 

students is no longer to get the sounds right and 
this helps them.  Much like our mouths are 
trained for L1, our ears are also only trained to 
discern those differences that affect meaning in 
our native language.  Currently I work with 

Spanish-speaking students who find it very 
difficult to hear subtle differences between the 
numerous English vowel sounds since, in Spanish, 

there are only five.  This also affects consonants 

though, as Walker points out, this is less a 
hindrance to comprehensibility (Walker, 2011).  
In any case, a student will often be absolutely 
convinced they got the sound correct because, in 
their L1, the difference in sounds simply doesn’t 

exist or doesn’t affect meaning, ‘It’s the same!’  
This stage of silent work is excellent.  Since the 
end goal of being understood is removed, at 
least temporarily, it forces reflection, slows the 
learners down and makes them think about what 

they are trying to say.  If the students can fix 
some of their own pronunciation errors then that 
is far more effective than the teacher doing it.  
While there are some sound differences the 
learners might not hear, there are plenty of 

sounds they can discern and students naturally 
work on how they would make these sounds at 
this stage.

After giving the students back their voices and 

reviewing the sentence a few times, we are 
ready to move on.

Written Comprehension

“Please everybody write down the sentence you 
have been practising.”

By this point they ‘know’ the sentence like the 
back of their hands but they still haven’t seen it 

written.  This is what they often write:

“The big, black bag bit the big, black dog on his 
big, black nose.”

  

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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Even intermediate learners might not be familiar 

with the word ‘bug’ as being a synonym for 
insect. Suddenly we can see a problem with what 
they understand and what I thought they 
understood. 

They have repeated this sentence dozens of 
times, they’ve heard the teacher repeat it just 
as often and now we can see a lack of 
comprehension regarding the difference between 

the /æ/ and /ʌ/.From this, the teacher can see 

which students need help and so the class 
returns to the silent approach and teacher

While not having received a model from their 
teacher yet, this activity raises learner 
awareness that there is something in the shape 
of their mouths that obviously has to change.  
After this the teacher has a few options but I 

usually like to say one of them silently and get 
the students to tell me which one I said.  This 
inductive approach then allows the teacher to 
ask the students what the difference in 
pronunciation is without the teacher having 

made a sound.  The answer is, of course, that 
the /æ/ forces the mouth to open wider than 

the /ʌ/. 

Under these very controlled conditions, it’s 
relatively easy for the teacher to lip-read what 
the students are saying and spot where they are 
going wrong, but what I really like about this 

activity is that, with this knowledge, the 
students can be paired up and monitor each 
other’s silent pronunciation.  The whole class 
become lip-readers!

To be effective, it is necessary that the teacher’s 
silent models, and the students’ subsequent 

attempts, are over-emphasized examples of the 

target pronunciation to some degree or other.  
However, remember that this is a controlled, 
practice exercise which serves to raise 
awareness and exercise the learners’ mouths.  
This exaggerated enunciation will quickly be 

replaced with a more subtle, yet more correct 
form of the pronunciation.

An alternative approach

As a follow-up with another tongue-twister, a 
group that is already familiar with the silent 
approach could be provided with the written 
sentence and asked to say it silently.  The 
teacher can go round and pay attention to 

plosives, see what vowels are being said, take 
note of the positions of the lips, etc.  A teacher 
could even transcribe a student’s silent sentence 
onto the board to show what they are actually 
‘saying’.  Again, since listening and confused 

ears are removed from the activity, this may well 
help the student to accept that they might not 
be saying what they think they are saying.

KonKlujeaun OR Tongue Twisting in Two Ticks

Some of my current students still enter the 
classroom greeting me with the very first 
tongue-twister we did together, many months 
ago now. A brief focus on pronunciation in each 

class may turn out to be an engaging approach 
for students when they get hooked on being able 
to say what they want to say, how they want to 
say it, and be understood – an incredibly 
rewarding experience.  A fluent flow of fabulous 

face-to-face vivacious loquacious learning 
laughter is also likely to follow.

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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Portable Extended & Embodied Self Sourcing 

(PEESS) activities are personally meaningful 
emotional-cognitive acts based on mantras, 
sayings, poems, games, songs, stories, objects, 
routines, etc. that entail some EFL use and might 
be tied to body movements, gestures, artifacts, 

and treasured memories that allow easy out-of-
class access. PEESS help with language learning 
and at the same time can help learners gain 
more control (agency) over their emotions. 
Derived partially from extended and embodied 

cognition (Atkinson, 2010) and brief therapy 
ideas, we provide several examples of PEESS 
activities from our own classes below.
   
The English class that can also provide life skills 

of coping through agency and hope is more likely 
to be seen as valuable than one that simply 
sticks to “the language.” We feel that people are 
always learning how to communicate and how to 
“be” in the world from those around them who 

act as role models (cf. mirror neurons, 
Ranchamadran, TED.com). Many teachers 
probably are already using such PEESS activities 
intuitively to provide their students with flexible 
and appropriate ways of dealing with our 

emotional lives. 

Physical Objects and Personal Poetry (Tara)

In my lifelong learning class at KUIS, class 
members ranging in age from 30 to over 80 are 
talking about stages in life, stories, milestones, 

and what things we carry through life. I asked 
everyone to bring in an item which had some 
value or meaning to them and to prepare a story 
about it. The resulting session helped them share 
some precious items which mean a lot to them, 

and as a result, the class was able to learn a 
little bit more about one another. Some class 
members brought books: a bilingual copy of the 
Man’yoshu (early Japanese poetry) which had 
been a gift from a husband, a signed book from 

Oe Kenzaburo, and a bible, over 80 years old, a 
gift from the class member’s mother, which he 
reads every day.  Others brought items and 
photographs, all with meaning and a story to 
tell. A baby’s wind-up toy, given as a gift by 

grandparents, a medal from a swimming 
competition, a story about a cycling trip around 
Kyushu in 1964, and a photo of a pet dog who 
had sadly passed away. Each brought memories 
and stories out into the open which may not 

have been told otherwise.

In poetry my students wrote life poems. We 
started with bio poems, character poems, list 
poems and poems about life experiences. They 

wrote collections for a class assignment, chose 
the format of their poems and the focus of their 
topic. One student wrote a set of haiku (with 
some senryu) based on the summers of her life 
so far, starting in childhood. 

Portable Extended & 
Embodied Self Sourcing 

Tara McIlroy, Nena Nikolic, 
Shelley Wright, and Tim Murphey

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011
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She was inspired by the idea that ‘every summer 

is different’ and is carrying on a habit she had in 
childhood to write poems along with the diary 
she kept then.  She took on the idea that the 
diary can be a source of further inspiration for 
her writing as she gets older, and the writing 

project itself will be something that will remind 
her of her childhood. She is interested in the 
experiences that people share, of summer 
holidays, festivals and family activities. These 
are memories that she has carried with her as 

long as she can remember. Now she’s about to 
share them with a new community, her 
classmates.  

Story Telling  (Nena)

Currently, in my university class, I am  gathering 
student responses to whatever picture book 
(children’s, although also for mature adults) is 
presented in class. The ideas are based on 

Reader-response theory (Rosenblatt, 1995/1938) 
which involves students more intrinsically in 
their own learning.
 
Some of the options of responding to literature 

include writing a new ending, comparing self 
with a character (Venn diagram), creating a 
poem, drawing a picture mural, discussing a 
favorite part, writing a response journal, 
dramatizing the story, writing a card to 

somebody about the story, illustrating the front 
page, drawing a leaflet advertising the story, 
etc.  Through allowing a multitude of focused 
responses, students are allowed the opportunity 
to realize many different methods and outcomes 

with regard to language practice and learning.
 

I am actually having students write their 

responses to each story that is read in class, and 
I will be collecting their journals end of July. 
Preliminary results show that while students may 
not retain the entire story in memory sometimes 
and use it as a PEESS, they do retain their 

contributions and creative additions as resources 
and evidence that they can act with more 
control (agentively) in the world and create 
artifacts of value that continue to attest to their 
value and contributions to the world. Some story 

titles which can bring out a lot out of students’ 
personal treasures:

1.      The important book (celebrating “you”)
2.      Let’s go home little bear (children & adults 

relationships, noticing “little” things in life)
3.      The little engine that could (if you only try 
hard…)
4.      Dear Mr. Blueberry (children’s imagination)
5.      I can be anything (obvious)

6.      Naomi’s special gift (family love)
7.      Harry the dirty dog (what is it that makes 
you “you”?)
8.      I’m the best (we are all good at something)
9.      Beegu (an alien visits the earth and gets 

disappointed by the adults’ behavior)
10.    The tiger who came to tea (manners)

Mantras (Shelley)

As part of my counseling content based 
instruction (CBI) class, we are learning about the 
benefits of positive thinking in combating 
depression.  One technique we studied was to 
use PETs (Positive Energizing Thoughts) to ward 

off ANTs (Automatic Negative Thoughts) in daily 
life. PETs usually take the form of mantras which 
people carry through life to overcome negative 
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The example we used in class was the human 

tendency to feel inferior when faced with 
another’s physical appearance, achievements or 
talents. This comparison can lead to jealousy 
destroying a relationship, negative self-esteem 
or failure to recognize one’s own positive 

attributes.  Using the mantra “don’t compare” 
to remind ourselves of our own unique place in 
this world can help one to overcome the 
temptation to feel insecure or inadequate. 

Students were encouraged to examine their own 
thoughts in an attempt to trace a pattern of 
negative thinking which they may personally 
struggle with.  Then they formed their own 
mantras which they can carry through life to 

combat thoughts that could be harmful or 
destructive to their peaceful state of mind. 
Some examples of student created mantras are, 
“Mistakes lead to success”, “Time solves 
problems” and “Forget with sleeping”. It was 

interesting both for students and myself to see 
the correlation between the students’ individual 
ANTs and the mantra they formed.

Common Questions and Affirmation Songs 

(Tim) 

In our everyday lives, people are constantly 
asking us “How are you?” and “What time is it?” 
as well as a host of other common questions 
that we could use as cues to control our 
learning and emotions more. I teach my 

students to respond to “How are you?” in class 
with “super happy optimistic joyful and 
prodigious.” I tell them to really make it fluent 
they need to respond with those words to 
anyone asking, “How are you?” in any language, 

in and out of class. First is seems to excite them 
because they are gaining control (agency) over a 

long fluent chunk of words. And the more they 

do gain control over them, the better they feel 
about themselves and their learning. The words 
can also trigger positive images and good 
feelings and direct the mind towards feeling 
better.  

We do a similar thing with short affirmation 
songs that they can sing by themselves (5 ways 
to Happiness, Young & Strong & Beautiful, A 
Happy Person, etc.) which at first I require they 

memorize supposedly only for our “English” 
learning. However, many students tell me later 
that through singing the songs they become 
happier and more resourceful. Several of the 
songs also have gestures that help embed the 

language and the feelings and make them 
forever retrievable, much like a TPR (total 
physical response) routine (e.g. “Head, 
shoulders, knees and toes” is probably the most 
familiar TPR song, albeit with little 

philosophical depth.) The gestures sung with the 
five ways to happiness are depicted below 
through a student drawing (thanks to Kumika 
Abe).    
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Conclusion

 
The use of PEESS activities is grounded in 
cognitive studies, neuroscience, brief therapy, 
EFL teaching techniques, and critical thinking. 
We find that when we show we are really 

concerned with the well being of our students, 
that they respond differently and that this well-
being focus becomes a content of the course 
that adds value to the “language” class. 
Students of all ages respond to this kind of 

personalizing of the curriculum in ways that 
surprise and encourage us as teachers. As we 
explore different ways of helping students to 
share their PEESS, we see something develop in 
students that lasts longer than the average 90 

minute class.
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Tomoki Komiya’s Gap Year Travel Journal 2010-2011

I want to encourage students to travel around the world. It is so 
fascinating. We learn from life, not only from books. 

Why did I Take a Gap Year?
I was inspired by my sister’s trip to Turkey, and her enthusiasm for doing 
something out of school. 

Great Encounters: two Finnish friends, homestay in Turkey, party on a 
beach in Egypt. 

Challenges: Cheated once in Thailand, Indian life was not easy. 

What I learned – I love being challenged, to take an opportunity and 
adventure by myself. 
It’s my life. I want to ENJOY it! 

GO SEE THE WORLD! 

http://www.vccaedu.org/inquiry/inquiry-spring97/i11chur.html
http://www.vccaedu.org/inquiry/inquiry-spring97/i11chur.html
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Introduction

Languages are living, changing entities that 
adapt to societies by developing to meet the 

various demands of their users. In this way, 
languages expand or contract depending on their 
relative user base, with some languages 
descending into extinction while others flourish 
into global systems of communication. Languages 

are not static, concrete systems but instead are 
dynamic, flexible and at best allow only a partial 
understanding of their generation in the human 
brain and application in society.
 

This dynamism and flexibility is shown in the 
productivity of human language; the ability of 
humans to generate an infinite number of 
expressions from a limited stock of linguistic 
elements. This productivity is a defining, and 

indeed unique, feature of human linguistic 
systems and is shown throughout society in the 
creative uses we make of language, such as 
poetry, song, advertising and fiction writing. In 
the area of vocabulary development in 

particular, this creativity can be seen with such 
processes as: blending (e.g. Japlish = Japanese + 
English; emoticon = emotion + icon; churkey = 
chicken + turkey), compounding (e.g. airport = 
air + port; whiteboard = white + board), 

functional shifting (e.g. email = originally a noun 
but now also a verb) and semantic shifting (e.g. 

a mouse = originally the animal but now also a 

piece of computer hardware). It is also an 
unfortunate reality that creative uses of 
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, 
orthography, or indeed any aspect of language, 
sometimes attract the contempt of particular 

individuals who feel that a supposed 'standard' 
variety of their language, with which they feel 
comfortable, is being 'corrupted'. 

When we add labels to any aspect of language 

use such as 'right' and 'wrong', 'good' and 'bad', 
and 'proper' and 'improper', we are making 
subjective personal judgements which can 
justifiably be opposed by others. Language is a 
system of arbitrary signs with no intrinsic 

concept of objectivity, and it is for this reason 
that Finegan (2008) states “there is no 
justification for claiming there is only one right 
way of saying something” (p. 16). So we should 
be embracing creativity as a unique capacity of 

human language, unparalleled by other species, 
and something which can be celebrated and 
researched to help inform our understanding of 
how languages work. 

The Japanese language, because of its hybrid 
nature resulting from the various sources from 
which it draws its vocabulary and orthography, is 
a prime example of creativity in language use. As 
such, it is also a prime example of a language 

which, because of its incorporation and 
adaptation of English language linguistic 
elements, has been comprehensively 'attacked' 
in the academic literature (see for example 
Dougill, 2008; Hyde, 2002; Martin, 2004; Nuttall, 

2000). 

Creativity with Scripts in the 
Japanese Language

Keith Barrs
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Such attacks deride what has been termed 

'Japlish'; ironic in that a lexical example of 
creative blending (Japlish = Japanese + English) 
has itself become a word used to derogate 
creative uses of language. This article will 
showcase some of the productivity and creativity 

in the Japanese language, in regards to its 
dynamic and multi-functional use of scripts, and 
by doing so aims to encourage similar positive 
perspectives on creativity in Japanese language 
use. 

Historical Development of the Japanese 
Language

The admixture of scripts in the modern Japanese 

language reflects an extensive history of 
linguistic contact, beginning with the 
importation of Chinese characters in the 1st 
century AD, continuing with the absorption of 
words from various European languages from the 

15th century onwards, and ending up in the 
modern day with the prolific adoption of English-
based vocabulary. Such extensive linguistic 
contact has resulted in a Japanese orthographic 
system which consists primarily of interplay 

between five separate scripts: (1) kanji, (2) 
hiragana, (3) katakana, (4) romaji, and (5) the 
English alphabet. In fact, Backhaus (2010) has 
identified up to 15 scripts used in the Japanese 
linguistic landscape, but the above five are the 

primary ones seen in a majority of contexts.

Even a casual observation of the Japanese 
linguistic landscape, such as department store 
signs, road markings and shop-window 

advertising posters, reveals a complex and 
creative blending of these scripts. In fact, it is 
this very creativity in the use of scripts, with a 

particular focus centred on the use of the English 

alphabet, which often leads both casual 
observers and academic researchers to comment 
on how the Japanese language is being 'polluted' 
and negatively impaired by such multi-script 
usage (see for example Kirkup, 1971; Martin, 

2004). 

The Scripts of the Japanese Language

Modern Japanese has assigned similarly modern 

functions to the five primary scripts: (1) kanji is 
a logographic/ideographic script composed of 
primarily Chinese characters and used mainly for 
content words, (2) hiragana is a syllabic script 
composed of phonetic characters derived from 

simplified kanji and used mainly for grammatical 
words or simplifying the reading of kanji, (3) 
katakana is a second syllabic script composed of 
phonetic characters derived from simplified 
kanji and used primarily for the Japanese 

transliteration of foreign words, (4) romaji is a 
Latin-derived alphabetic script used for the 
transliteration of Japanese words into alphabetic  
characters, and (5) the English alphabet is a 
Latin-derived alphabetic script used for writing 

English words. Often the last two scripts of 
romaji and the English alphabet are incorrectly 
labelled under the one heading of romaji, which 
fails to make an important distinction between 
the variant functions and orthographic forms of 

the two scripts (Barrs, in press)

Creativity in the Japanese Language

Script Mixing in Japanese Advertising Texts

When examining texts written in Japanese, it is 
extremely rare, although not impossible, to 
observe situations where only one script has 
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been employed. In advertising posters, in shop 

signs, in news articles, in magazine pieces, there 
is often an obvious visual display of various 
scripts interacting with each other in the one 
text type. As examples, Figures 1 and 2 below 
show a dynamic mix of (1) kanji, (2) hiragana, 

(3) katakana, and (4) the English alphabet, all 
used in various styles and situations throughout 
the advertising text. Figure 1 shows a prolific use 
of katakana for listing the household goods which 
the company says it will recycle. Of the 44 main 

items listed, 26 are written in katakana and 25 
of these are words of English origin. Hiragana 
and kanji are primarily used for informing the 

purpose and any specific details of the advert, as 

well as in listing the remaining items, and the 
English alphabet seems to be used sparingly and 
possibly only for design purposes. Figure 2 shows 
a more balanced mixed between all four scripts. 
In this example, the katakana script is used for 

the words プレゼントand クーポンwhich are terms 

that have been integrated into the Japanese 
language, and the English alphabet is used to 
highlight the word 'OFF'. Hiragana and kanji are 
again used to denote the principle meaning and 

specific details of the advert.
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Script Multi-Functionality Encouraging Creativity 

in Japanese Advertising Texts
Although we would benefit from direct 
consultation and confirmation with the 
designers of the advertising texts in Figures 1 
and 2, we can suppose that the employment of 

different scripts in the texts relates to different 
desired functions, and it is this very multi-
functionality that leads to creativity when the 
scripts are employed in written texts. Indeed, it 
has been regularly stated in the academic 

literature (see Hyde, 2002; Stanlaw, 1994) that 
the use of the English alphabet in Japanese 
writing is often for connotative rather than 
denotative purposes, and this can be seen with 
the use of 'Step 1', 'Step 2' in Figure 1 and 'OFF', 

'OPEN' in Figure 2, which could easily be 
replaced by simple Japanese language 
equivalents.  This use of English has been called 
'decorative' and 'emblematic' and stands in 
marked contrast in these texts to the uses of 

kanji, hiragana and katakana, which appear 

primarily (although not exclusively) to be for 

denotative purposes.

However, the situation is complicated by the 
fact that scripts in any language can take on a 
variety of functions. For example, although 

katakana is the normal and accepted script for 
the transcription of words of foreign origin 
(except those of Chinese origin which are 
generally presented in kanji), and as such we 
can expect to see it employed regularly in 

Figure 1 for the transcription of household items 
of foreign origin, katakana is also used as an 
'emphasising' script because of its bold, angular 
style which makes it stand out amongst a page 
of kanji and hiragana. Therefore we can see the 

employment of the word リサイクル (recycle) in 

Figure 1, written in large katakana text near the 
top-middle of the advert, as being multi-
functional. 
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It denotes the semantic meaning of 'recycle', 

because this word of English origin has become 
an integrated part of the Japanese linguistic 
system, and it also attracts our attention, as a 
design element on the page, because not only is 
it the singular instance of the katakana script in 

this top section of the page which itself sets it 
apart from the rest of the text (the other scripts 
being kanji and hiragana), but it also presented 
in a large and stylistic font which draws our 
vision towards the word. 

As such, it is very difficult to state definitively 
the function of each script on the advertising 
texts and it is because of this that the various 
scripts in Japan can be so innovatively used in 

writing. As with spoken utterances, written 
examples of language can have different 
meanings to different people.  This can be shown 
by the fact that Japanese people with very 
limited English knowledge may not understand 

the denoted meaning of the words written in the 
English alphabet in Figures 1 and 2, especially as 
English is not a second language in Japan. For 
them the words may appear just as a 'fashion' 
item on the text, without any understood literal 

meaning. True, without research investigation it 
is difficult to gauge exactly how the different 
scripts in Figures 1 and 2 cause different 
individuals to react, but some sense of what is 
happening to the reader can be understood by 

considering why clothing found in one country 
often contains scripts of a language from a 
different country (such as the use of English on 
Japanese clothing and the use of kanji on British 
clothing); scripts can be attractive to people 

without necessarily having to denote specific 
meanings.

Conclusion

Language contact has significantly contributed to 
language creativity in Japan; from Chinese 
linguistic influence beginning in the 5th century 
A.D. through to modern day incorporations of 

English words and phrases, the Japanese 
language has been continually and 
comprehensively influenced and altered by 
foreign languages. Displaying this influence 
orthographically, Japanese texts are able to 

employ a variety of scripts in creative ways 
because not only are so many at work in the 
Japanese orthographic system, but each one is 
multi-functional allowing the script user to get 
creative with their writing. Rather than treating 

such creativity as a 'pollution' to a language, in 
the light of the linguistic field of 'World 
Englishes' which promotes a more informed and 
less ethno-centric perspective on language 
variation and change across the globe, a more 

enlightened perspective is to view such 
creativity as a natural, unique and fascinating 
aspect of human language. 
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Introduction
 
The ineffectiveness of the Japanese education 

system in fostering English language learners 
who can communicate effectively in English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) has provoked outcries 
and calls for change from the corporate sector, 
politicians, and the general public (Butler, 2007). 

In response to Japan’s growing dissatisfaction 
with its English proficiency levels compared to 
the rest of the world, the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) 

has moved to restructure its courses in English as 
a Foreign Language (EFL) throughout both upper 
elementary and secondary school. MEXT formally 
released these revised courses of study in 2008 
and 2009 (Yoshida, 2009). Uncertainties about 

how to implement the policies in the classroom 
initially ignited much debate. Attitudes remain 
unsettled, and, like it or not, these policies 
continue to ‘rock the boat’ in the EFL world. 
Regardless of a language instructor’s 

qualifications, teaching context, or level of 
experience, across the board, these policies 
affect to different degrees.  Moreover, as 
messengers of the new policies, teachers will be 
held responsible for the outcomes. Yet, MEXT has 

still not made it clear to teachers and 
administrators how the new policies should be 
implemented within the Teaching of English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).  This 
critical point must be analytically illustrated 

and, as such, is the impetus for this collaborative 
research, as it is presented by five candidates in 
the Master of Arts (TESOL) at Columbia 
University Teachers College, Tokyo. Through a 
literature review, and a series of personal 

interviews with high school and university 
educators, the five researchers have 
collaboratively reached an understanding of the 
reasons for the changes, the reactions to the 
changes, and, as a result of better understanding 

the whole picture, we are able to distil 
recommendations for how the changes can be 
more effectively implemented. While this 
research hopes to provide a clearer pathway for 
implementation, it also aims to create a dialogue 

amongst educators, administrators, policy 
makers, and learners, as we promote a positive 
culture of English language learning. 
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The New Foreign Language Course of Study

For many years, English language education in 
Japan was not required at the primary level. 
Since April 2011, fifth and sixth graders have 
begun taking mandatory English activities. These 

activities, which are not lessons in the 
traditional sense, are for one hour a week. They 
consist mostly of the learning of simple words 
and expressions, basic English interaction, songs, 
and games, and their purpose is: (1) to create a 

‘foundation’ upon which later acquisition of 
‘structural and meta-linguistic knowledge’ can 
be based; (2) to increase motivation of L2 
learners; and (3) to raise awareness of cultural, 
communicative, and linguistic differences 

between Japan and other countries (Yoshida, 
2008; 2009).

Foreign language education will focus on 
acquiring basic interpersonal communication 

skills (BICS) in English in junior high school, and 
English cognitive academic language proficiency 
(CALP) in senior high (Yoshida, 2008; 2009). In 
junior and senior high schools, the current 
curricular goals and objectives have been 

deemed appropriate and will remain unchanged. 
Other than the addition of an extra hour of 
instruction per week and the requirement of 
English as a medium of instruction in lessons, it 
seems that the junior high school English 

curriculum will be relatively unchanged when 
the new policy guidelines go into effect in 2013.

However, it is the English courses at Japanese 
public senior high schools that will undergo 

heavy restructuring. By 2013, the current English 
I & II and Oral Communication I & II courses will 
be replaced by the following English-medium 

ones: Communication English I-III & Basic, English 

Expression I-II, & English Conversation. The 
mandatory Communication English I-III will focus 
on fostering CALP integrated English skills in 
learners, while the optional Basic course will 
serve as remedial ‘bridge’ between the lower 

secondary and higher secondary foreign language 
curricula. Learners will also have the option of 
taking the CALP English Expression I-II courses – 
where they can focus on improving their 
discussion, debate, and presentation skills – as 

well as a BICS English Conversation course. In 
spite of what seems to be an overall positive 
move, it is this last class, according to Yoshida 
(2008) that may undermine MEXT’s attempts to 
promote English-medium instruction throughout 

all high school English courses, the fear being 
that teachers may relegate English use solely to 
this particular course. In order to better 
understand the current context and the impact 
of the new policies, it is necessary, at this point, 

to review the history of foreign language 
education in Japan.  

Yakudoku, Juken, and English proficiency in 
Japan

This section will critique three realities of 
English education in Japan, two that have their 
roots in the traditions of Yakudoku and Juken, 
and the third, the current concerns about the 

English language component in university 
entrance examinations. 

Yakudoku, which began as the method for 
reading classical Chinese, has a history dating 

back over a thousand years (Suzuki, 1975) and is 
“the method of teaching English in Japan” (Hino, 
1998, p. 46). It is considered a technique for 
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reading in a foreign language even though the 

target language is translated word for word into 
Japanese and then reordered to match Japanese 
word order.  When using the Yakudoku method, 
the teacher’s main job is to explain the target 
language word-for-word translation in Japanese, 

present model translations, and correct 
students’ translations (Kakita, 1978; Tajima, 
1978). It does not have any theoretical basis 
(Richards & Rodgers, 2001), and does very little 
in terms of cultivating practical, communicative 

language skills (Prator & Celcia-Murcia, 1979; 
Brown, 2007), so why do most students in Japan 
still learn English under Yakudoku? 

The reasons all hinge on the university entrance 

exams. Since the 1970’s, published research has 
pointed to the many shortcomings of the 
Yakudoku method in teaching EFL in Japan; 
however, it continues to prevail. According to 
Hino (1988), the entrenchment of Yakudoku and 

university entrance exam preparation is a 
‘sociological’ condition. This sentiment is 
reiterated by O’Donnell (2005), who states that 
“once a pedagogical practice is accepted as a 
societal tradition, it becomes the educational 

norm” (p. 302). Yakudoku and university exams 
have been around so long that few question their 
validity. It seems that despite efforts from MEXT 
in delegating more emphasis on practical English 
communication, change has been slow to come. 

Communicative approaches to teaching English 
are still not common in the secondary schools of 
Japan (Sakui, 2004; Taguchi, 2005). Most 
prospective English teachers were English 
literature majors at university who rarely receive 

any training in Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT). Once they become teachers, 
they often don’t have the time to learn these 

methods (Nishino & Watanabe, 2008). Despite 

these well-known flaws, the use of Yakudoku 
persists, and proponents claim that it is 
necessary as this method is perceived as “the 
key to success” in juken, the preparation for the 
university entrance exams (O’Donnell, 2005, p. 

302). 

Juken, itself, has long dominated the course 
curriculum and teaching methodology of 
Japanese secondary education. According to 

Amano (1990),“the main purpose of secondary 
schooling is on preparation for university 
entrance examinations” (p. xix). Given that 
English is tested on these exams, English 
education at the secondary level has almost 

entirely focused on juken and, by extension, 
Yakudoku (Brown & Yamashita, 1995; Kikuchi, 
2006).  However, some scholars question the 
effectiveness of Yakudoku in exam preparation 
(Gorsuch, 1998; Mulvey, 1996; Watanabe, 1996). 

In addition, some institutions do not cater to 
teaching to the exams because the teachers 
believe that exam preparation is not synonymous 
with real learning and is ultimately a disservice 
to students (Kaneyoshi, personal communication, 

June 3, 2011). 

Finally, the quality of the English language 
component of Japanese university entrance 
exams has also been called into question. 

Reliability and validity are key qualities of any 
language test (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Brown, 
2005). However, according to Murphey, Japanese 
entrance exams tend to be made by non-expert 
test-makers, and lack reliability or validity 

(Murphey, 2010; Willis, 2011).
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Therefore, secondary foreign language education 

in Japan revolves around a methodology 
(Yakudoku) and an assessment tool (university 
entrance exams) for which there is no solid 
justification. On top of this, Japanese regularly 
perform poorly on international tests of English 

proficiency: Japan ranks 27th out of 30 Asian 
countries on the TOEFL iBT, and third from last 
out of representative countries on the TOEIC 
(TOEFL, 2010; TOEIC, 2005). These statistics 
need to be put into perspective. Waring 

(personal communication, May 21, 2011) stated 
that more Japanese take standardized tests 
more often for the simple purpose of self-
evaluation of their English proficiency, and 
because they have the financial resources to do 

so, compared to learners in other countries who 
delay test taking until they have reached an 
optimal level of English proficiency, primarily 
due to the cost. Waring claims that this habit of 
test taking tends to negatively skew the 

statistics. Because there is a larger pool of test 
takers in Japan compared to other nations, the 
test results tend to encompass a wider range of 
lower-end scores. However, the general 
conclusion here is that the overall English skill 

level of Japanese ranges from low to mid-level 
when compared to their international 
counterparts. 

Recommendations on Successfully 

Implementing the New Language Policy 
Guidelines

The research for this paper has summarized 
recommendations on how to successfully 

implement the new policy guidelines, and which 
seem to fall into five broad groups: (1) 
developing English teacher competencies and 

confidence; (2) improving communication among 

educators and administrators; (3) creating 
agency and communities of practice; (4) revising 
the university entrance exams and (5) fostering 
intercultural awareness and authentic 
communicative contexts. Of these five groups, 

the first demands most elaboration. 

Developing English Teacher Competencies and 
Confidence 

Several scholars have indicated that Japanese 
Teachers of English (JTE) require more extensive 
training in CLT practices for the revised language 
policy guidelines to be effectively implemented 
(Sekiya, personal communication, April 17, 2011; 

Tanaka, personal communication, May 13, 2011; 
Willis, 2011). This could entail expanding the 
English-teaching practicum in pre-service 
teacher certification programs, and providing 
incentives (e.g. salary increases) to JTEs willing 

to engage in in-service training. Without 
training, teachers generally default to Yakudoku 
methodologies which they themselves were 
taught, thus perpetuating the status quo 
(Fanselow, personal communication, April 19, 

2011). Teachers are only required by MEXT to 
have a minimum TOEIC score of 550 or 
equivalent of TOEFL; yet, according to a recent 
ministry survey, less than 50% of secondary 
school teachers reached this prerequisite (MEXT, 

2006). Mandating higher English proficiency 
scores for teacher certification is also an option.

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011



P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  7  p a g e  23

One important study has been the extensive and 

robust grant-in-aid for Scientific Research 
project by the Japanese Association of College 
English Teachers (JACET) English Education 
Special Interest Group, which was completed in 
2010 in response to MEXT’s earlier guidelines and 

new policies (Kiyota, personal communication, 
May 11, 2011). Kiyota, a co-author of the study 
and the 35- member research team, determined 
clear recommendations under the study’s title; 
Developing English Teacher Competencies - An 

Integrated Study of Pre-service Training, 
Professional Development, Teacher Evaluation, 
and Certification Systems Jimbo, Hisamura, Yoffe 
(Eds.) (2010). The five-year study involved 
Japanese university scholars conducting research 

in Europe and the United States. The 
recommendations from this study, if 
implemented by MEXT, could act as a major 
foundation in educational change from a teacher 
training aspect with the provision of 74 precise 

descriptors for both pre-service and in-service 
teacher self-assessment and for the 
contextualization of the Common European 
Framework’s European Portfolio for Student 
Teachers of Languages (EPOSTL) to the Japanese 

Educational context.
With improved pre-service training and ongoing 
professional development there is still, for many 
teachers, a harbouring socio-psychological and 
cultural barrier that causes a lack of confidence 

in speaking and using English communicatively in 
class. The belief that native speakers represent 
the ideal model for all learners of English is a 
fallacy and thus a barrier. Many JTEs perpetrate 
self-denial, believing they can never match 

native speakers of English, and therefore cannot 
be language role models. Since L2 users 
represent the majority of English speakers 

around the world, adopting the concept of World 

Englishes would be a positive step which would 
enable JTEs to develop their self-image as 
English speakers, and thus present a legitimate 
identity to their learners as English language 
users. 

Tanaka (personal communication, May 13, 2011) 
states that Firth (2009) claims there are two 
important meta-theoretical elements of English 
as a Lingua Franca (ELF) that will bring 
confidence to Japanese Teachers of English 

(JTE). The first involves a meta-theoretical 
paradigm shift in thinking among all stakeholders 
in ELT. This means the notion of the L2 speaker 
as an inferior communicator, the notion of 
interlanguages, and the notion of errors should 

all be revised. Tanaka further states that 
teachers and learners need to adjust their views 
on English speaker role models. JTEs are not 
meant to be native-like speaker role models; 
rather they are examples of the negotiator of 

English as a mutually communicative medium. 
Strategies need to be introduced to negotiate 
meaning between speakers. JTEs and Assistant 
Language Teachers (ALTs) must demonstrate this 
negotiation of meaning with repairs, 

confirmations, back channelling with their 
discussions in front of the students. 

Furthermore, the curricula of most pre-service 
EFL programs tend to focus on the inner circle 

(Kachru, 1997) where English is the L1. Matsuda 
(2003) refers to Brown’s (1993) recommendation 
that most pre-service EFL programs would 
benefit immensely by incorporating a World 
Englishes perspective.  Matsuda (2003) also 

states that Brown and Peterson (1997) argue that 
simply a brief introduction to issues surrounding 
World Englishes is not enough. 
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Ideally, every course should be informed by the 

current landscape of the English language. 
Having pre-service teachers take a World 
Englishes course (or an English sociolinguistics 
course which scope is not limited to the inner 
circle) early on in their preparation is likely to 

result in a "world view... [that is] more 
consistent with the sociolinguistic realities of the 
spread of English as an international 
language" (Brown and Peterson, 1997, p. 44).
A further recommendation is to utilize a course 

curriculum based on international intelligibility, 
that is, an ELF Core, and accommodation 
strategies instead of the outmoded, unrealistic 
native speaker models that are currently in use 
(Jenkins, 2002). Such a curriculum would be 

more universal as well as more teachable and 
learnable (Jenkins, 1998). It would also empower 
JTEs, particularly those lacking confidence in 
their English abilities. Currently ELT in Japan is 
still being taught as an inner-circle language, 

almost exclusively utilizing American or British 
English, using course texts with thematic units 
based on characters and cultural topics from 
English-speaking countries of the inner circle 
(Matsuda, 2003).  JTEs and ALTs need to be 

better informed and trained on these new 
curricula.

Improving Communication among Educators 
and Administrators

In interviews with ALTs (Plaza, personal 
communication, May 1, 2011; Shermer, personal 
communication, March 10, 2011), the consensus 
is that there was a lack of adequate information 

given to them by the MEXT and that the minimal 
instructions they did receive on the new program 
came from the individual schools. Further 

recommendations include improving 

communication lines and maintaining a 
continuous open dialogue between ALTs, Home 
Room teachers, the local school administration, 
and the MEXT. Improvement of administration 
efficiency within all levels of education is 

needed. A common complaint from all educators 
has been the constant intrusion of non-teaching 
duties into curricular responsibilities. These non-
teaching obligations eliminate any time for 
improving current teaching practices. Similarly 

there is no time for adapting and developing new 
instructional methods that would embrace 
MEXT’s new curriculum directives. 

Creating Agency and Communities of Practice 

among Educators & Learners
One critical way of ensuring that educators 
embrace the MEXT policies and take ownership 
of their own professional development is to 
create agency and Communities of Practice (CoP) 

at the classroom level (Tanaka, personal 
communication, May 13, 2011). Agency, 
according to van Lier (2008), involves initiative 
or self-regulation by the learner (or group). In 
addition, it mediates and is mediated by the 

socio-cultural context. Finally, it incorporates an 
awareness of one’s own actions vis-à-vis the 
environment, including affected others (van Lier, 
2008). CoP is a group of people who share an 
interest, a craft, and/or a profession. The group 

can evolve naturally because of the members' 
common interest in a particular domain or area, 
or it can be created specifically with the goal of 
gaining knowledge related to their field. 
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It is through the process of sharing information 

and experiences with the group that the 
members learn from each other, and have an 
opportunity to develop themselves personally 
and professionally (Wenger 2006).
Fukada (personal communication, May 4, 2011), 

professor of the Meisei Summer School Project 
(MSSP), at Meisei University in Hino city, Tokyo, 
reflects that agency is not simply created 
individually but is developed and strengthened 
between students working together in groups. 

MSSP is a credit course offering Meisei students 
the chance to enhance their English in a real 
context through interacting with NPO 
international sponsored volunteers over a two-
week period. Together they plan and teach half-

day sessions for local six to 15-year old 
elementary and junior high school learners. 
According to Fukada, Meisei students initially do 
not have strong motivation to speak or work on a 
given task in English, but when they work with 

other team mates in groups, they develop a 
sense of agency and belonging, that is, an 
identity as a member of a team and thus are 
more actively involved. These collaborative 
teams in the MSSP can be referred to as CoP. 

CoP connect classroom learning (internal) to 
real-world applications (external), and foster 
continuing interest in learning beyond the 
schooling period (Wenger, 2006). A CoP of JTEs 
needs to be created, at the grassroots level of 

the education system, in order to foster an 
ownership of a culture of continual professional 
development and plausibility in their teaching. 
Some believe there must also be change in the 
juken system of entrance examinations.

Revising the University Entrance Exams

Several scholars have noted that successful 
implementation of the new language policy 
guidelines hinges on revising the university 
entrance exams. Because many universities lack 

the resources to produce effective tests on their 
own, Murphey et al. suggest that the government 
could start its own College Board to standardize 
entrance exams (2010). They further argue that 
the government could also work in tandem with 

juku (cram schools) to improve the exams, since 
many of these cram schools have specialized 
staff in writing and analyzing the tests. Iino 
suggests removing non-practical subjects (e.g. 
Classical Chinese Poetry) from entrance exams to 

lighten the teaching burden on instructors and 
learning load on students (personal 
communication, February 17, 2011). Likewise, 
Watanabe (personal communication, March 27, 
2011) recommends requiring prospective 

students to participate in a supplementary 
English interview in addition to the tests. 
According to Fukuda (personal communication, 
May 4, 2011), entrance exams would be made 
more practical by adding writing and listening 

questions. Japanese universities base the 
majority of their admissions solely on the 
entrance exam results of learners. As a result, 
Murphey et al. (2010) have suggested 
encouraging universities to expand the student 

selection process and include high school 
records, extracurricular activities and other 
achievements in admissions. This would require 
training of specialized staff. 
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Entities within the government and universities 

are already moving to change the university 
entrance exams. On June 19, 2010, the National 
Center for University Entrance Exams (NCUEE) 
proclaimed that they would improve university 
admission procedures in an effort to be more 

progressive, meet international standards for 
testing, and furthermore to reduce the 
‘negative’ effects on society (Murphey, 2010). 
However, revising the university entrance exams 
may not, on their own, provide enough impetus 

for high school JTE’s to move away from 
Yakudoku teaching methodologies. Corporations 
such as Rakuten and UNIQLO are demanding 
more English communicative skills of their 
employees (Matsutani, 2011). This could result in 

a more effective shift away from grammar 
translation and towards CLT (Tanaka, personal 
communication, May, 13, 2011).

Fostering Intercultural Awareness and 

Authentic Communicative Contexts

Fostering cross-cultural sensitivity among 
teachers of different backgrounds is essential to 
improving relationships between JTEs and ALTs 

(Schaules, personal communication, May 11, 
2011). Encouraging ALTs to develop Japanese 
language proficiency would help them integrate 
more successfully into the culture of their 
particular institution. Increasing the number of 

JTEs who engage in teaching internships abroad 
would provide training in intercultural 
awareness, as well as exposure to different 
teaching methodologies.
Promoting intercultural awareness among 

students is also important in terms of adding 
relevance and raising motivation to their English 
learning. Interactions between JTEs and ALTs can 

serve as models of authentic intercultural 

communication for learners (Yatsugi, 2011). 
According to Iino (personal communication, 
February 17, 2011), requiring more Japanese 
students to study abroad and providing more 
attractive packages for international students to 

study at Japanese universities are key to 
creating authentic communicative contexts for 
students. According to Fukada (personal 
communication, May 4, 2011) the effects of the 
MSSP causes Japanese students “to realize that 

they do not have to speak perfect English all the 
time, and it is okay to make some mistakes…or 
have a Japanese accent when communicating 
with each other.” He says that they can transmit 
their ideas, their intent, and opinions in English, 

and they develop more confidence in 
communicating in English when using English in a 
real context. As non-native English speakers, 
many of them are surprised at the high level of 
English proficiency of the international 

volunteers and that has a positive influence on 
the Japanese students’ English language 
learning. “They see those non-native English 
international volunteers as near peer role 
models, and many of them feel comfortable 

speaking to them, and don’t feel much pressure 
when interacting” (Fukada, personal 
communication, May 4, 2011).
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Conclusion

From this research, it seems that MEXT has 
recently revised the Foreign Language Course of 
Study as an answer to national dissatisfaction 
with English education in Japan, in order to 

foster ‘Japanese with English abilities’ who can 
thrive in the current era of globalization. 
Successful implementation of the revised 
guidelines hinges on several factors, most 
notably the revision of the university entrance 

exams, the improving of communication among 
educators and administration, the development 
of English teacher competencies and confidence, 
the creation of agency and communities of 
practice, and the fostering of cultural sensitivity 

and authentic international communicative 
contexts. Future directions of the research will 
include discussions with educator focus groups in 
CoP about their current adjusting experiences 
and future needs of professional development.  
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Extending professional practice for language 
teachers involves participation in environments 
and networks beyond the classroom, in order to 
initiate and facilitate professional development. 

This can be achieved through various means such 
as publishing research and teaching ideas in print 
and online journals, attending and/or presenting 
at conferences, constructing and maintaining a 
Personal Learning Network (PLN) and conducting 

individual and/or collaborative Action Research 

(AR). Below are details and links to 8 publication 

opportunities based in Japan. If you can’t access 
the hyperlinks then just copy and paste the web 
address:  

1. Peerspectives Online 

http://peerspectivesonline.org/ (this journal)
An online peer-reviewed journal/newsletter 
including research, teaching ideas and 
professional development notes. 

2. SiSAL Journal 
http://sisaljournal.org/
An online peer-reviewed journal published by 
KUIS connected with self-access learning. It 
includes research papers, perspectives, works in 

progress and reviews. 

Extending Professional 
Practice: Publications

Keith Barrs
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3. TYOchap'zine http://www.f.waseda.jp/

jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
A newsletter connected to Waseda University 
(see pg. 17 in the PDF in the above hyperlink 
which has the submission guidelines)

4. Outside the Box 
http://otbforum.net
A print and online multi-lingual journal/
newsletter connected to Tsukuba University

5. Between the Keys 
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/
archives/
A peer-reviewed journal/newsletter of the 
Materials Writers’ Special Interest Group (SIG).

6. The Language Teacher 

http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/
A peer-reviewed journal on issues of language 
teaching from the Japanese Association for 
Language Teaching (JALT)

7. JALT Journal 
http://jalt-publications.org/jj
A peer-reviewed journal of research from the 
Japanese Association for Language Teaching 
(JALT)

8. JALT CALL Journal 
http://jaltcall.org/journal/
A peer-reviewed journal focusing on Computer 
Assisted Language Learning from the JALT CALL 
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The posting below by Scott Jaschik looks at the role certain words in cover letters can play in 

evaluating candidates for faculty positions. It is from the November 10, 2010 issue of INSIDE 
HIGHER ED, an excellent - and free - online source for news, opinion and jobs for all of higher 
education.  You can subscribe by going to: http://insidehighered.com/.  Also for a free daily 
update from Inside Higher  Ed, e-mail [scott.jaschik@insidehighered.com]. Copyright 2010 Inside 
Higher Ed Reprinted with permission.

You are reading a letter of recommendation 
that praises a candidate for a faculty job as 
being "caring," "sensitive," "compassionate," or 
a "supportive colleague." Whom do you picture?

New research suggests that to faculty search 
committees, such words probably conjure up a 
woman -- and probably a candidate who doesn't 

get the job. The scholars who conducted the 

research believe they may have pinpointed one 
reason for the "leaky pipeline" that frustrates 
so many academics, who see that the 
percentage of women in senior faculty jobs 
continues to lag the percentage of those in 

junior positions and that the share in junior 
positions continues to lag those earning 
doctorates.

The research is based on a content analysis of 

624 letters of recommendation submitted on 
behalf of 194 applicants for eight junior faculty 
positions at an unidentified research university. 

Too Nice to Land a Job

Scott Jaschik

http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://www.f.waseda.jp/jungheim/zine/TYOchapzine1.pdf
http://otbforum.net/
http://otbforum.net/
http://otbforum.net
http://otbforum.net
http://otbforum.net
http://otbforum.net
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://materialswriters.org/betweenthekeys/archives/
http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/
http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/
http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/
http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/
http://jalt-publications.org/jj
http://jalt-publications.org/jj
http://jalt-publications.org/jj
http://jalt-publications.org/jj
http://jaltcall.org/journal/
http://jaltcall.org/journal/
http://jaltcall.org/journal/
http://jaltcall.org/journal/
http://insidehighered.com/
http://insidehighered.com/
mailto:scott.jaschik@insidehighered.com
mailto:scott.jaschik@insidehighered.com


P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  7  p a g e  31

The study found patterns in which different kinds 

of words were more likely to be used to describe 
women, while other words were more often used 
to describe men.

In theory, both sets of words were positive. 

There's nothing wrong, one might hope, with 
being a supportive colleague. But the 
researchers then took the letters, removed 
identifying information, and controlled for such 
factors as number of papers published, number 

of honors received, and various other objective 
criteria. When search committee members were 
asked to compare candidates of comparable 
objective criteria, those whose letters praised 
them for "communal" or "emotive" qualities 

(those associated with women) were ranked 
lower than others.

The research found no difference between men 
and women as letter writers -- both are more 

likely to describe women with communal words 
than they are to describe men that way. And the 
bias appears to act against male candidates who 
are praised for traits people associate with 
women. But a much higher proportion of female 

candidates -- regardless of their overall 
qualifications -- are praised with these words 
that appear to hurt their chances of being hired 
for faculty jobs.

"When you use communal terminology, it is 
linking people to a feminine type, and they are 
not seen as credible and they don't get hired," 
said Michelle Hebl, a professor of psychology at 
Rice University and one of the authors of the 

study, along with Randi Martin, also a psychology 
professor at Rice, and Juan Madera, assistant 
professor at the University of Houston. "It's not 

just men doing this to women, and it's not just 

women being hurt, but it hurts women more." 
The research was supported by the National 
Science Foundation and published in the Journal 
of Applied Psychology. The National Institutes of 
Health is now supporting a follow-up study 

looking at letters of recommendation for medical 
faculty positions.

In the scholars' analysis of the words that 
appeared in the letters of recommendation, they 

found clear patterns of word use for women's 
and men's letters. Women were more likely to be 
described with words such as those cited above, 
as well as "nurturing," "kind," "agreeable" and 
"warm." Men, in contrast, were much more likely 

to be described in words classified as "agentive" 
-- words such as "assertive," "confident," 
"aggressive," "ambitious," "independent" and 
"daring."

What the analysis showed is that letter writers 
didn't need to use words like "feminine" to create 
female stereotypes -- and that they did so, time 
and again, with women who had the same 
intellectual achievements as their male 

counterparts. Hebl said that women in academe 
face a dilemma. Hiring committees appear to 
devalue women who are identified as people 
who would be nice or supportive colleagues. But 
women who aren't seen as nice and supportive 

"get called bitches," she said. So the solution for 
women is "to have both sets of qualities" -- the 
communal and the agentive. But when it comes 
to getting letters of recommendation, she said, 
women need to be sure their letter writers focus 

on the agentive qualities.
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"Communal might be nice, but agentive is what's 

really important," she said. Women perceived as 
too communal "are seen as being pushovers, not 
somebody to run a program."

Asked if she believes she would find similar 

results in faculty searches at liberal arts colleges 
or community colleges -- institutions that tend to 
value teaching more than research and that 
place an emphasis on close ties to students -- 
Hebl said she guessed there would be only a 

slight variation. She said that even in 
stereotypically female fields like nursing, 
research has shown that many place more of a 
value on qualities associated with men than 

those associated with women (even if they also 

want the latter qualities).

Hebl said that the implications of the research 
for those writing letters of recommendation are 
clear: stay away from communal words, whether 

writing on behalf of men or women.

Given how subtle the issue may seem, and that 
letter writers may not be conscious of what they 
are doing, Hebl urged those seeking letters of 

recommendation to not be afraid of talking 
about the issue with their letter writers. "Give 
them a copy of the research," she said.  
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Invited speakers: 

Marina Mozzon-McPherson, University of Hull, UK. (plenary)
Lucy Cooker, University of Birmingham, UK (opening remarks)
Christopher Candlin, Macquarie University, Australia (closing session)
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