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  Abstract 

This paper explores Japan's issues with English education and the possible remedies to 

the situation. Three articles were reviewed that had different outlooks on what Japan's English 

education is doing wrong. Surveys and statistics were given in all three articles that point to the 

problems. Said problems include inherent problematic cultural differences that inhibit a student's 

ability to comfortably speak in English, teachers failing to instruct students on how to properly 

speak the language and the biased examinations that solely test a student's ability to write. The 

paper concludes with an optimistic outlook on the fact that the Japanese government has taken a 

keen interest in bolstering its countries English proficiency, as English has become 

globalization's lingua franca.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Japan's English Education Issues  3 

Japan's Issues In English Education 

 The first article, titled "The 'Katakana Effect' and teaching English in Japan" was written 

by Assunta Martin and argues Japan's entrenched cultural beliefs about the English language is 

detrimental to Japanese English learners. With a society that is based on conformity, standing out 

and taking risks is viewed as socially unacceptable. According to Martin (2004) "The curriculum 

and traditional Japanese teaching methodologies do not include time or training for classroom 

discussion, debates, analysis, or opinion forming." (p. 2) It is for this reason that the fear of 

individualism is paired with the threat of social ostracism. Without the willingness to be wrong 

and learn from mistakes, many students' knowledge of the language is stifled from the very 

beginning of the learning process.  

 To understand the concept of the 'Katakana Effect', one must have rudimentary 

understanding of the complex Japanese writing system. Japanese has three different written 

forms: kanji, hiragana and katakana. Katakana is the onomatopoeic written form that takes other 

languages words and adapts them into Japanese. For example, the words bus and hamburger are 

translated to basu, and hamubaga respectively. To stay as inconspicuous as possible many 

Japanese learners will often fall into the trap of saying katakana words and not speaking the real 

English translation. As students have been speaking katakana translations their whole lives, they 

will purposefully say katakana words in English speeches so their Japanese peers will understand 

them better. This poses a daunting challenge to English teachers as they must first overcome 

cultural obstacles in order to effectively teach the language.  

 This article confirms my understanding of Japanese culture as one that is cemented in 

social harmony. It begs many questions of what an instructor must do to overcome these cultural 

challenges. As many Japanese English instructors are not fluent in speaking the language, it 
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steers students into thinking that learning the language is a near impossible goal. Martin suggests 

(2004) "it would also be beneficial for students to hear their Japanese English teachers 

communicating easily with the foreign native speaker teachers" (p. 5). It would be times like this 

that foreign teachers who are specialized in education and English, such as my future self, would 

be invaluable. If I could add on to Martin's suggestion however, I propose that the foreign 

teacher who communicates with the Japanese native speaker, should also be fluent in Japanese. If 

students see that both a native Japanese person can master English and a foreigner can master 

Japanese, surely it would inspire students to see that learning any language is an obtainable goal.  

 The second article, "Teaching in English Is Not Necessarily the Teaching of English" is a 

study written by Julian Chapple that takes a brief look into the EMI (English as a medium of 

instruction) status of Japanese universities. Of the issues the study focuses on, none are as 

important as the fact that when teachers simply teach in English, many students are not absorbing 

the information. Chapple continues with several other key issues, such as: an unwillingness by 

Japanese professors to teach in English, the problematic methods demonstrated by instructors, a 

lack of financial investment by schools and students not recognizing their own skill level. 

Amongst these issues, Chapple states (2015) that out of the seventy six students asked, 55 (or 

72.4%) said that the English courses were more difficult than they expected (p. 5). To conclude, 

this article brings several questions to light about what the administrative side of EMI could be 

doing to improve the impact of its programs.  

 This article really speaks to me as someone who is interested in the administrative side of 

English teaching. I like how instead of focusing on why students are not succeeding, as the first 

article did, it instead focuses on what the instructors are doing wrong. Of the many solutions that 

Chapple offered, I agree with the idea that EMI professors need to teach how the language works 
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and not only the literal translations of words. They cannot simply stand in front of the class and 

read Japanese script into English, rather, they need to teach key concepts and link ideas together. 

As Chapple summarizes perfectly in the article: "Teachers need to break away from teacher 

domination of classroom talk and the emphasis of subject content and adopt a language- or 

skills-based, communication-oriented bilingual approach to teaching." (p. 10) Furthermore, 

another piece that excited me was when Chapple stated that there is an extensive lack of willing 

and qualified English teachers (pg. 6). It proposes the tantalizing idea that my career aspiration 

has a dire need for capable workers.   

 The third article, titled " Moving towards effective English language teaching in Japan: 

issues and challenges", was written by Mitsuyo Sakamoto. In her paper she argues that Japan's 

current issues with English education all stem from the fact that instructors solely rely on 

grammar and literal translations to effectively teach. She explains that Japanese English 

examinations are geared towards grammatical structure and ignore the importance of oral 

communication. Furthermore, English teachers rarely speak exclusively in the language and 

alternatively teach in Japanese with written translations. After asking a multitude of middle years 

English teachers, only 1.4% reportedly taught purely in English. (Sakamoto, 2012, p. 6) While 

teachers are partly to blame for this, it is the inherent wish for students to be prepared for 

examinations that is truly to blame. Sakamoto argues that "In order to fundamentally reform 

Japanese English education, the entrance exams must first change." As it appears right now, the 

paradigm shift towards focusing on oral communication is long overdue.  

 This article was one of the more interesting of the three, as it takes a statistical look into 

what Japanese English teachers are doing. Being that it is fairly modern, it gives good insight 

into what current English teachers need to change. I was aghast to learn that only 1.4% of middle 
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years teachers are teaching solely in English. This more than anything points to a lot of the issues 

I have brought up in this paper. My current theory on the matter of why teachers do not give 

lectures in English is that they are not comfortable enough with their own English to effectively 

teach it. Due to the fact that they participated in the same system they are now working in, they 

too would have learned only the grammatical side of English. Knowing all this information well 

in advance of trying my hand at the profession will undoubtedly increase my chances of success. 

This article makes me wonder what Japanese people themselves consider on the issue. I am 

aware of their xenophobic nature of rejecting all cultures that do not align with their own, but I 

had previously thought that most of that sentiment had been dispelled after World War II. In a 

day and age where globalization is run by the lingua franca of English, Japan must catch up with 

its English proficiency or its modernity risks falling behind the rest of the world. 

 Japan is a country known for its technological advancements and unique place in the 

global theater. Sadly it is falling behind nearly every Asian country in English proficiency, as it 

is ranked 29th out of 30. (Sakamoto, 2012, p. 2) There are several reasons for this distinct lack of 

skilled English communicators. Of the multitude of reasons behind this problem, it begins with 

core cultural issues. When Japanese students are attempting to speak English, they fall back on 

their upbringing and avoid standing out amongst the crowd. They will purposefully get sentences 

wrong by saying the onomatopoeic Japanese equivalent of English words so their peers will 

understand them better. This issue is known as "the Katakana Effect" and it is exclusively 

problematic to Japanese English speakers. Their own language betrays them as Japanese has 

already adopted mutations of English words.  

 Japanese English teachers are not altogether competent when compared to other 

countries, but at the core of the issue, it is not entirely their fault. Being that most teachers not 
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fluent in the language they are teaching, it creates an unhealthy standard for students to look up 

to. Without fluency in their resume, almost all English teachers rely on grammatical structure 

over oral communication as the prime source of learning. This is due to the fact that English 

proficiency is graded on written sources over oral sources. When students are attempting to 

move up into a higher level of English education, they must first complete a written English 

examination. This form of assessment fails both the student and the teacher as it lacks in properly 

testing whether or not a genuine understanding of the language is had. Rather, it solely tests the 

teacher's ability to give translations to the student, and the student's ability to memorize words. 

This is a far cry from truthfully comprehending a language, as it does not test if the student can 

carry out the most essential part of a language: speaking it. 

 When scrutinizing Japan's English programs, it is unfair to say they are not trying. 

According to all three of the articles, Japanese people understand that English is very important 

to enter the world of globalization. They have had some success at implementing English 

education, including making it a requirement that all Japanese students start their English 

learning in elementary school. (Sakamoto, 2012, p. 5) This along with other innovations means 

that their English proficiency may be getting unjust amounts of backlash. My prediction is that 

the next generation of Japanese English learners will far outrank their elders and truly make a 

name for themselves in English expertise.  
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