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Abstract

Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) will
upgrade English to an official subject from 2020. The purpose of this paper is to investigate
elementary school teachers’ perceptions about English teaching qualitatively during this
period of moving into a new stage. The participants are six homeroom teachers (HRTS) in a
public elementary school. Some of them have never taught English or taken any teacher
development. Each teacher was requested to answer the open-ended questionnaire and was
interviewed in order to better understand the questionnaire. Analysis was carried out by
Modified Grounded Theory Approach (M-GTA). Results indicate that although homeroom
teachers have negative opinions about teaching English at elementary schools, they also have
understood the necessities of teaching English in this era of internationalization. The study
found that regarding their teaching, help from ALTs and resources such as manuals to assist

in carrying out the curriculum, forming lesson plans and designing materials are essential.
1. Background of this study

Foreign Language Activities became a compulsory part of the curriculum for 5" and 6™
grade students from fiscal 2011 (Davies, Otani and Tsuido, 2010). The objective of Foreign
Language Activities written in Course of Study is stated below. It emphasizes communication,

not grammar or skills.

To form the foundation of pupils’ communication abilities through foreign languages
while developing the understanding of languages and cultures through various
experiences, fostering a positive attitude toward communication, and familiarizing pupils

with the sounds and basic expressions of foreign languages (MEXT, 2010).

English should be treated in Foreign Language Activities (MEXT, 2010), and Foreign
Language Activities mainly focused on speaking and listening. The annual number of lessons
is 35 (once a week), with each lasting 45 minutes. The total number is 70 for two years (5"
and 6" grade). Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) has distributed to elementary school pupils supplemental textbooks named “Eigo
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Note” (fiscal 2009-2011) and “Hi, friends” (fiscal 2012-), and to teachers teacher’s manuals
with CDs and DVD-ROMs (Nakajima and Okazaki, 2013).

Foreign Language Activities are compulsory, but are not treated as an official subject.
MEXT revealed “Execution Plan for the Reform of English Education in Response to
Globalization” in December, 2013. Under the proposal, MEXT will upgrade English to an
official subject in the 5 and 6™ grades in three classes per week from 2020. Not only listening
and speaking but also reading, writing, grammar would be treated. In addition, English
teaching would start in the 3™ grade of elementary school conducted one or two times a
week. The author thinks that investigating elementary school teachers’ perceptions about
English teaching during this period of moving into a new stage of curriculum reform would

be significant.

2. Literature review

Benesse’s survey (2010) asked 5,883 elementary school teachers who are in charge of
5" and 6™ graders to answer a questionnaire. One question is about the confidence of
teaching Foreign Language Activities. More than two-thirds (68.1%) of teachers answered
they don’'t have confidence. Another question is about the level of English competence to
teach Foreign Language Activities. Again, more than two-thirds (68.0%) of teachers think that
they don't have enough English competence. The survey reveals that 89.2% of teachers don’t
have enough time for preparing English classes and 74.0% of teachers don’t have enough
time to talk with an assistant language teacher (ALT, the native English speakers introduced
through government-sponsored JET programs or by privately run dispatch companies) about
classes. It also reveals that 62.1% of teachers feel overloaded in teaching English. Time is a
great concern for them. Elementary school teachers teach all subjects and don’'t have any
planning time in the daytime.

Elementary school teachers have anxiety of their English competence, making lesson
plans, finding ideas of topics and activities, and preparing materials. (Matsuhata, et al. 2006,
Inoi, 2009). Matsumiya (2013) investigated elementary school teachers’ anxiety. The result
showed that they felt anxiety of their English competence and it caused anxiety of teaching.
Hojo and Matsuzaki (2008) reveal that elementary school teachers need ALTs and teacher
development. English is taught mostly by homeroom teachers who have not had proper
training at elementary schools. It is a reason that they feel anxiety.

All studies above are quantitative. On the other hand, Nakajima and Okazaki (2013)
investigated Japanese elementary school teachers’ perceptions about ways for smooth
transition of pupils’ English learning from elementary school to junior high school in
qualitative analysis using questionnaires (open-ended questions) of 10 public elementary
school homeroom teachers. They found three categories “improving instruction”, “improving
instructor’s abilities” and “establishing an English environment outside Foreign Language

Activities.” Shinato (2012) interviewed three elementary school teachers and found
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categories of “Anxiety” and “become familiar with teaching English.”

Although, all studies above are investigations of elementary school teachers who attend
a training seminar or have experiences of teaching English, there are many teachers who
have never attended a seminar and taught English. The author would like to investigate those
teachers’ perceptions, too, qualitatively during this period of moving into a new stage

meeting curriculum requirements.

3. Method

3.1 Participants

The participants are six homeroom teachers (HRTS) in a public elementary school (A, B,
C, D, E, F). This school became Curriculum Special School for Foreign Language Activities
in April, 2015. Curriculum Special School is specified by MEXT and carried out to organize a
curriculum that does not depend on the Course of Study. This school suits this study to
investigate teachers’ perceptions for English teaching, because it is going to conduct original
curriculum before the new Course of Study is in effect. It decided to teach English 35 hours
per year (once a week) for 1 - 4" grade students and 70 hours per year (twice a week) for 5"
and 6" grade students. English classes are conducted in team-teaching (T.T.) of an ALT and a
homeroom teacher. The homeroom teachers are not specialized in teaching English. Some of
them have never taught English or taken any teacher development. Table 1 shows their

background.

Table1 Background of participants

Participant | Gender | Teaching years | Teaching Grade of Experience of
years for which HRT taking teacher
Foreign is in charge development
Language for Foreign
Activities Language

Activities

A F 10 years One year 5™ grade One time

B F 26 years 11 years 1% grade None

C F 4 years 4 years 3" grade None

D F 4 years None 2" grade None

E M 27 years 4 years 6™ grade One time

F M 30 years 4 years 4™ grade None

3.2 Data collection

Each teacher was requested to answer the open-ended questionnaire after the author
gave a lecture about purpose of Foreign Language Activities and proposed a curriculum for
this school on April 15", 2015. The questionnaire includes four items as follows:

1. What do you think about English teaching at elementary schools?
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2. What do you think about your teaching English?

3. What is your ideal English class?

4. What do you think about participating in a research lesson?

After receiving their questionnaire responses, the author conducted one-on-one
interviews in order to better understand the responses to the questionnaires or seek more
detailed explanations as follows:

May 27", 2015 Participants A, B, C

June 5™, 2015 Participants D, E

June 24", 2015 Participant F

The interviews were electronically recorded with the consent of the participants and

transcribed in full in Japanese.

3.3 Data analysis

Analysis was carried out by Modified Grounded Theory Approach (M-GTA) developed
by Kinoshita (2003, 2007). M-GTA is a variation of the grounded theory approach (GTA).
Glaser and Strauss (1967) proposed grounded theory as a way of strengthening qualitative
research. However, they do not prescribe how to conduct research using the grounded
theory method. Strauss and Corbin (1998) elaborate on the original work and outline some
steps for conducting research using grounded theory: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. M-GTA is different from the classic grounded theory in the strict coding
procedure.

In M-GTA, all of the teachers’ written responses and the recorded interviews were
transcribed verbatim. Examining sentences that seems to have similar patterns were
gathered and then given a concept name to them. On an analysis worksheet, a concept name,
its definition, examples and theoretical notes were recorded. One analysis worksheet is
created for each concept (Okazaki, 2012). Several concepts were integrated into a category. A

chart was developed according to the results.

4. Result and discussion

4.1 Emerged categories and concepts

All categories and concepts were summarized in a chart (Figure 1). The chart shows
three categories: (1) Objection, (2) Assistance, and (3) Implementation. The category (1)
Objection consists of three concepts: “Really needed?”, “Anxiety” and “Research lesson as a
burden.” The category (2) Assistance consists of two concepts: “ALTs are needed” and
“Manuals are needed.” The category (3) Implementation consists of three concepts:

“Internationalization,” “Ideal class” and “HRT"s role in T.T.”
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Really need? Internationalization
Anxiety 4|\ Ideal class
Research lesson as burden HRT’s roles in T.T.

conflict
Objection Implementation

ALTs are needed
Manuals are needed

Assistance

Figure1 Categories and concepts

4.2 Category (1) Objection

Discussion will be started with a concept “Really needed?” Teacher E stated that
teachers don't have enough time to discuss why English education is needed at elementary
schools. Teacher F stated that government is nurturing people who can play an active role
amid intensifying international competition. He also insisted that special needs education is
more important than English education. Teacher C stated that Japanese education is more
important than English education. She complained that she doesn’t want to take much time
to prepare English classes, because teachers are busy to teach other subjects. They opposed
English teaching at elementary schools. There are new problems in education, for example,
special education and decline in academic ability, so teachers think those issues are more
important than English teaching.

Next concept is “Anxiety.” Teachers A, C, D and E stated that they are not good at
pronunciation of English. Teachers A and C states that they can’t listen and speak in English.
Teacher D stated that she doesn’t have enough competence of grammar and vocabulary.
Teacher F stated that he feels difficulty dealing with foreigners. They were worried about
their English competence, especially pronunciation. Although MEXT doesn’t expect that
they speak English fluently, the emphasis on communication, pronunciation, languages and
cultures in Course of Study are challenging for elementary school teachers. It is because of
that, they have had little chance to use English practically. They learned English through
direct deductive explanations of grammar and remembering words one by one in a junior and
a senior high school.

The last concept in this category is “Research lesson as a burden.” Teachers usually
conduct research lessons in school based teacher development (Stigler and Hiebert, 1999).

Teacher E stated that he would like to conduct research lessons efficiently, because he
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doesn’t like taking a long time to make a lesson plan. Teacher B also stated that it is hard to
write a lesson plan. Teacher A stated that she doesn't know how to write a lesson plan for
Foreign Language Activities because it is a new concept. Teacher D stated that it needs a lot
of time to discuss a research lesson. Teachers A, B and C stated that they think they should
show a good lesson, so they don’t want to do it voluntary. Teacher B stated that a person who
is in charge of research lesson feels hard. Although Teachers A and D stated that they could
get effective ideas from other teachers in a research lesson, all teachers feels that a research

lesson overloads teachers.

4.3 Category (2) Assistance

The first concept to discuss in this category is “ALTs are needed.” Teacher D stated that
it is good to listen to native English. Teachers E and F stated an ALT is essential, homeroom
teachers should not teach English, because they don’t know how to teach English and their
English pronunciation is not good. Teacher C stated that an ALT can teach English by
himself without her. They think that they can’t teach English by themselves, so ALTs are
essential.

The next concept is “Manuals are needed.” Teachers A and B stated that they don’t have
images of English classes, so they want to watch an English class. It is because that they have
had little chance to have teacher development. The author recommended watching a sample
lesson video distributed by MEXT in the first step. Teachers B, C, E and F stated that they
need manuals, otherwise they can’t meet curriculum demands. The teachers have conducted
English classes along to “Hi, friends!” until last year, so they don’t have any original ideas.
They need a curriculum with lesson plans in detail and materials. This category reveals that

homeroom teachers need ALTs and manuals to conduct English classes.

4.4 Category (3) Implementation

The first concept to discuss in this category is “Internationalization.” Teachers A, B and
C mentioned that they need to use English in the age of internationalization. Teacher E
mentioned that improvement of English education in Japan is needed. He thinks that
practical English teaching is needed instead of grammar-translation method in which he has
learned. Although they have opinions to oppose English teaching at elementary schools, they
also think its necessity.

The next concept is “Ideal class.” Teachers A and E mentioned that they want students
to communicate with an ALT. They also stated that they would like to teach that English is
interesting. Teacher B mentioned that daily English is important, not teaching grammar,
translation, reading or writing. All of them have understood the purpose of Foreign Language
Activities in Course of Study. They mentioned that they would like to try speaking English in
classes with an ALT. Although they feel anxiety for their teaching, they want to improve their
classes of English.

The last concept in this category is “HRT’s role in T.T.” Teachers C and E mentioned
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that homeroom teachers are not needed, because an ALT teaches English well enough and
there is no time to talk with ALTs. However, MEXT states the roles of homeroom teachers

as:

Even if they do not speak English fluently, their positive attitude toward interaction
through English will serve as an extremely important catalyst to enhance pupils’ interest
in foreign languages. Thus, homeroom teachers are indispensable in Foreign Language
Activities (MEXT, 2010).

The teachers A, B, D and F mentioned that they don’t know what roles they should
perform in team- teaching. In their thinking for improving their classes of English, the first
concern is “HRT's role in T.T.”

Regarding reducing their anxiety of English competence, playing good roles in T.T., and
conducting their ideal classes, the author thinks that a research lesson is good for teacher
development. They watch lessons with each other and can learn from the reality of their
classrooms, rather than a seminar headed by someone outside their classroom environment.
Considering the element of being busy, if a research lesson in this school could be refined

not to take a long time, it may be effective them.

5. Conclusion

Although homeroom teachers have negative opinions about teaching English at
elementary schools, they have understood the necessity of English teaching in the age of
internationalization. They have an image of an ideal class and concern for the HRT" role in T.
T. For their teaching, ALTs and manuals are essential. In this period for preparing to upgrade
English to be an official subject, arranging ALTs and making manuals, for example, a detailed
curriculum, lesson plans and materials are needed in addition to teacher development. In the
next step of this study, the author would like to investigate what the teachers think about

what they need to learn.
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Analysis worksheet 1

& (Concept)

WF7eP23¥  Research lesson as a burden

#®F: (Definition)

Wfzesest = a7z & 85 Bl

gr)IT—Y gV
(Examples)

A

HANMIMF L TE 55T, B TEEAMN» RN L 2K L
TEHWVE LA, —FHNIIMZRETXTE LRI LIZAD
U7z, 2%FHNCKhE, 36N L %9, 6 A
IZIRERAZELOPAHDO XS T, HEROEX HFHbH
DERA, hOBFRIEE P BDTTH, HEEELES
L RVWEDEREEZE2 EVWHIEHENDD T,

FERETHINET BT, RSINCIIIESICAEHAH D
Fo WRICIE A D ETA, KA BVWEES720MEIZAD
Y, HEEELETHELOPRETY, FiIZes 5 &
BRWERA, RESEEL G D LBEOFELE VS DI
BWEFHEANS, 1THFRAFPRAEFRICENS DK —HT
ThE, L ABABRTEAD L L TRIRER 2 EH < DI
BTy, ERARIZCSKDEZTRD 20T,

ZO¥RIIEBNIREL L TCEEBRETOT, —ATH
WMZEAED ¥, MOFRTIE, BEETIOREETIEE
Ty 7 T—ANTL:, RENMIAAL THEEREZMED
‘g—o

WREFBIZESTEE, Hhol2OTEHTD I L= 57
Td. TEBIIKMINDZDTRHSTREMP7-EBNE T,
KAEHFOHEELLVWE LA, T, FHLAVHKE L A%
T, TEL T ST\ 2DT, ROHOEMIEATE 1
ATL, 0L BB TNTNERES 5 72 5 B2 5
DEF, ZHIZ, RWRERELEZ VS B WRH D F
T, BBFES5726725TY, EROFFIEEETY, 1883
WEE L IENET L,

WFZePz 2 3 RAT NN TS, FEEEAES DNk
DDOZFNF =45 DTHFT>TERVERNE T, TP
FETHILLVO T, EIRAIZAED 72 TF, Hi, friends! &
E, QLB 8DMTE 50D T, BECFEEZ4HMLTE
bbEWEHS B TIETEETHA,

ISR 72 2 S AR & O 9, WFRTAEL & 3E
LT, PEEEPIREEE L > TETAALTHRAETE LT,

PEGIg 4 £
(Theoretical notes)

CEEIREROEZX AL O BN RN OERELE
CPREERICAH S LAVORAR N
RV

19




Analysis worksheet 2

PR SORER A EIFJEiC . 55834 (201643 H)

& (Concept)

T.T.C® HRT DO%H| HRT's roles in T.T.

7% (Definition)

TT.ORETED LS 1255 F A 1F LA 215 HRT D5ERM

TrVIL—Y gV
(Examples)

A HITET1Z2ESbNTETH, ALTHREHB TR > TK
NTHB3DT, h=bidi Cnurzney, #EE-be—
B L T AV BT, BOPRNIN. > TiER > Tk
WOT, ZRTEVDORENSBNWEHD ET, BA726H
BT 25 TR E B> THRATHE T, ALTERDHD
EREZED, FTEVZAINL =V a VERERED, SN
Lol leNbh&xe Bk, HfE LG THRER
FhELEEID, E5HDOLEL S TLIXHETZ & ¢
EXNTHB LS EEBXE L7,

B| ALT & HRTDO VB ENRD»D £H A, ALT 258D T
ZIREICHITELTEIEHDLS TS5 K0OBG71 D
Fth,

C AAETIELTHSRROEE xBTS ERS T
E, EBRIZALTOADREIZZ > TWT, Aig»»b-T
WEtA, APV EL TEHRATNET, TUVZILEME D
50T, TEVAIM =Y 3 V& ATT (0S5 <A
L HERDHD LA,

D BAAREIZESISBMLEZS VRS E¥A, T8
LLREILESIZBMTADIZTEETHN, ZATEND N
B R A,

E T ALT 12T T,

F *E{?‘Co)j%'fjﬁi)ibﬁxgabx—?.ﬁ—o

PHERHY 2 £
(Theoretical notes)

- UBRMERD?S BN
- ALT 12 At
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