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Some Issues on “Foreign Language Activities” in the Japanese
Elementary Education:
from the Viewpoint of Development of Reading Skills for L2 Learners
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Kurosaki Shino

Abstract

On March 28" 2008, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) announced the Guideline for the New Courses of Study at
elementary school. Chapter 4 of the Guideline stipulates the objectives and contents
of “Foreign Language Activities” as compulsory subjects which should be taught for
two years from the fifth grade to the sixth grade at elementary school. Yet, public
discussion of “Foreign Language Activities” as compulsory subjects started 23 years
ago. Even now there still seem some issues to be discussed because of the vague
status of “Foreign Language Activities” (MEXT’s “Foreign Language” is supposed
to be basically English rather than other foreign languages.). This paper aims to
clarify several issues involved in the “Foreign Language Activities” of the New
Courses of Study in elementary education. The topics of the paper include the
influence of Communicative Language Teaching upon “Practical Communication
Competency introduced in 1989, the difference between the status of English at
elementary school in Japan and that in Korea and Taiwan, and the viewpoint of
developing reading skills which can be proposed as one of the alternatives in addition
to communicative language teaching for the Japanese L2 learners in elementary

education.
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(1) Grammatical competence: knowledge of lexical items and of rules of
morphology, syntax, sentence-grammar semantics, and phonology.

(2) Discourse competence: the ability to connect sentences in
stretches of discourse and to form a meaningful whole out of a
series of utterances.

(3) Sociolinguistic competence: knowledge of the sociocultural rules of
language and of discourse.

(4) Strategic competence: the verbal and nonverbal communication
strategies that may be called into action to compensate for
breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or

due to insufficient competence.*
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' Canale, M. & Swain, M. (1980: 29-30). “Theoretical bases of communicative approach to second

language teaching and testing”, Applied Linguistics 1.
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CLT is based on the premise that successful language learning involves not
only a knowledge of the structures and forms of a language, but also the
functions and purposes that a language serves in different communicative
settings. This approach to teaching emphasizes the communication of

meaning over the practice and manipulation of grammatical forms.’

Nunan (1991) ZXNiE, CLT OFEFZEORBIILTOLI R DTH S,

(1) An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in
the target language.

(2) The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation.

(3) The provision of opportunities for learners to focus, not only on the
language but also on the learning process itself.

(4) An enhancement of the learner’s own personal experiences as
important contributing elements to classroom learning.

(5) An attempt to link classroom language learning with language

activation outside the classroom.®
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° Lightbown, P. M. & Spada, N. (1993: 119). How Languages are Learned, Oxford University Press.

 Nunan, D. (1991: 279). “Communicative tasks and the language curriculum”, TESOL Quarterly
25 (2).
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x1. BE, &%, $E, BHAD TOEFL BT Total and Section Score Means (2008)"
Reading Listening Speaking Writing Total
Korea 20 20 18 20 77
China 21 19 18 20 78
Taiwan 17 18 18 19 72
Japan 16 16 15 18 65
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""" Educational Testing Service (2008: 10). “Table 10. TOEFL iBT Total and Section Score Means-
Nonnative English-Speaking Examinees Classified by Geographic Region and Native Country”, in
TOEFL Test and Score Data Summary for TOEFL Internet-based and Paper-based Tests: 2007
Test Data. http://www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/71943_web.pdf
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