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English Language Teaching and
Learner's Communicative Competence in Japan

Shogo Kashiwase

(1) Japan’'s English Teaching in the Last 30
Years

In 1970s, Japan changed its aim of English
teaching from giving students knowledge of
English and European culture to developing
communicative  competence of students
through English. So "English" has been taught
for the Japanese pupils and students to develop
their ability of communication with foreign
people through English in the international so-
ciety. The Japanese people have been expected
to be able to communicate actively with foreign
people in the international society after 10-year

English learning in schools and universities.

(2) Spoken Form of English in Japan

So teaching of the spoken form of English in
stead of reading printed materials has been
stressed in the formal education of schools,
junior high schools, senior high schools and
colleges and universities throughout Japan.
And "English conversation lessons” by native
English teachers (speakers) have become very
popular in public and private English classes
particularly in urban cities over Japan. Printed
form of spoken English is gradually becoming
popular, particularly in lower schools, junior
high schools and senior high schools, however,
in the higher schools; colleges and universities,
written form of English is still dominant,
though some universities have started to give
"listening test" as small part of their whole

English test of the entrance examination.

(3) The Result Is Not Satisfactory

30 years have passed since the radical change of
the English teaching in Japan. However, its re-
sult is not satisfactory for all levels of the peo-
ple in Japan. All of the Japanese people who
use English in the internationalized societies of
the world; overseas travellers, businessmen,
teachers, students, parents, governmental offi-
cers and even local shopkeepers of internation-
alized sightseeing spots, all of them criticize
the result of the 30 years of English teaching in
Japan. It has been repeatedly pointed out that
the average score of the Japanese examinees of
the TOEFL is very low in the country ranking.
They are in unison discontending that
Japanese people cannot communicate with for-

eign people through English.

(4) The Revolutionary Action Plan of English
Teaching

In July of 2002, the Koizumi governmental
cabinet declared a revolutionary action plan of
English teaching for the Japanese people who
can communicate with foreign people using
English. The aim of the action plan is to edu-
cate the Japanese people who finish colleges
and urdiversities in Japan to the level of that
they can use English in the work fields of inter-
national societies. The Japanese businessmen
and office workers can work internationally
with counterparts of the world by using English.
The skills of using English are regarded as an
important and strong means of communication

in the workplaces of international societies.
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(5) Design of the Present Paper

In these situations Japanese people are now re-
quired to look for the true way of developing
the communicative competence through
Englis.h, So I discuss the following 4 points in
the présent paper: (A) What is human commu-
nication? How is human communication real-
ized? (B) What is speech communication? How
1s speech communication realized? (C) What is
the difference between general communication
and speech communication? (D) How can we de-
velop the general competence of communication

in schools of Japan?

(A) What is" human communication? How is
human communication realized?

(1) Human communication is realized through 5
senses.

Human communication is realized through 5
senses: hearing, seeing, smelling, tasting and
touching. These activities are realized by using
sound waves, printed letters, distance, space,
movement, smell, taste, feeling, posture, mus-

cle-tension, figure, clothes, color, shape, etc.

(2) Communication has 2 stages.

Communication has 2 stages of encoding and
decoding. Encoding is making messages and
sending them. Decoding is receiving messages
and understanding them. These two stages are
alternatively and often simultaneously done all

at the same time.

(3) We always send messages in various ways.
We always send messages in various ways
through words we say as well as the way we
speak. We also send messages through our ap-
pearance such as clothes, facial expressions,
postures and gestures. We send constantly
messages. We send messages intentionally. We
also send messages unintentionally through
gestures, muscular tension, or use of space.

And we "read" our friend and enemy's signals.

We listen for tones of voice. We watch for eye
contact. We make sure words match other
clues. And other people do the same thing when

communicating.

(4) General communication

Communication is to exchange messages, in-
formation and intention. The messages are
composed of complex bundle of feelings (a bun-
dle of susceptibilities, considerations, convic-
tions or opinions), attitudes (a bundle of the
ways we think or feel about on object, person,
event, etc.), beliefs (a bundle of firm convictions
about something), and values (a bundle of ideas
or views held dear, desirable, useful, worthy).
Each person has his or her own bundle of feel-
ings, attitudes, beliefs, and values. The mes-
sages made by each unique person are also
unique. People are exchanging these unique

messages every moment of every day.

(5) The messages are made from impressions.

The messages are made from impressions
(data) from our surroundings. We absorb im-
pressions from every event happening in the
world around us. Through our 5 senses (hear-
ing, seeing, smelling, tasting, and touching),
we pick up data through a million of sensa-
tions. And we have impressions in our body
(brain). We sort and store these impressions to
create our personal view of the world. Every
person has his or her own impressions. No one
has exactly same impressions as the other. No
one sees things exactly same as the other do.
The impressions are unique. So the messages

are also unique.

(6) In our brain

When we receive messages through our 5
senses, we take the following processes in our
brain: We select the messages: the most inter-
esting things to respond to, the best data as in-

formation and the most needed information,
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etc. We store the selected messages which will
be used in future and compare them to what we
already know. We arrange them. And we store
them in our memory bank of the brain. We
make decisions about what the messages mean
and what we'll say about them. We verify the
messages. We confirm that the messages are
accurate. We judge whether the messages are

true or not.

(7) Thinking

Communication is realized by all of these ac-
tivities that take place in our brain, which is
called "thinking." It is the key to effective com-
munication. We reflect, contemplate, judge and
decide whether the communication data is true
or not. We make choices about the ways we
speak and listen. These choices decide our com-
munication ways, attitudes and behavior with
others. Communicating is more complex than
just speaking and listening. It needs a variety
of broad perception, deep thinking, various ex-
periences to make meaningful responds and to

complete expected communication.

(8) What do we send by communication?

D We send how we see ourselves.

Each individual as a human being sees oneself
uniquely. For example, a shy individual who
lacks confidence might talk very softly and
evade eye contact. An assertive and confident
person might speak energetically and hold eye

contact.

@ We send how others see us.

The picture others have of us affects how we
approach others. If our image says "he is infor-
mative of classic music,” he might be asked of
classic music. "What do you like of piano pieces
of Beethoven?" If our image says, "He is tall,
big and athletic,” he might be invited to play as

a sumo wrestler.

® We send how we feel at the moment.

Our current feelings of satisfaction, frustration,
stress, or "the blues" can change our speaking
manner. The manager of a winning team of pro-
fessional baseball normally talks much after the
night match, but the counter manager of the
lost team doesn't like to respond to the sport-

news reporter's questions.

@ We send how we think about things.

Life experiences shape our attitudes, beliefs, and
values and affect the way we communicate. As
we mature and gain more experiences, we change
our behavior. We are not the same now as we
were when we entered in the first grade of a pri-
mary school. When we were children, we spoke as
children. As adults, our communication styles

are based on a whole range of our experiences.

® We send how we behave.

Our actions and behavior affect our interaction
with others. The standing distance we choose
when we have a conversation makes the com-
munication situation friendly or opponently.
An appropriate distance may seem friendly and
acceptable. A too-close distance may seem hos-
tile, aggressive, or inappropriate, while a too-
far distance may seem standoffish or
disinterested. It is necessary for all speakers to
select appropriate topics in appropriate situa-

tion with an appropriate manner.

(B) What is speech communication? How is
speech communication realized?

(1) Sound codes to represent messages

People communicate with each other using lan-
guage. People use symbolic sound codes to rep-
resent messages. The most satisfying and
useful device is "speech" as sound waves. Speech
is a useful means of getting to know and under-
stand other people. It is realized by a way of
verbalizing what we think and believe so that

others can understand us through it. Speech is



58 Shogo Kashiwase

necessary device for all human beings to live
and communicate with each other. People use

speech to send messages in many ways.

(2) The feedback process

The speech communication is realized as follows:
Speakers transform their ideas into oral lan-
guage (message) and send it to listeners. The
message is usually verbal (words) but very often
nonverbal (actions, gestures, voice). The verbal
message is carried by sound waves, and the non-
verbal message is carried by light waves.
Listeners take the message. They hear the ver-
bal message by their ears. They see the nonver-
bal message by their eyes. And they decode the
message into meaning. Listeners understand the
message. And the feedback process, through
which the receiver gives the response to the
sender, is very often added to the plain speaker-

listener communication process.

(3) What do we send by speech communication?
@ Speech is used to create social contact.

In a social context, speech is used to greet
friends, colleagues, co-workers and customers. It
is used to exchange social conversation, converse
about illnesses and accidents, chat about upcom-
ing events, and maintain personal relationships.
We also use speech to get important information
such as time and place of an event, which team
won the last night's base ball match, and who hit
a home-run in the last night game.

@ Speech is used to exchange information.

Speech is critical in gathering and exchanging
information. With speech, we can ask for fur-
ther explanation, outline an idea or process,
clear up a difficult point, illustrate a concept by
giving an example, and answer or ask ques-
tions. We can also expand our ideas by present-
ing research data, lecturing on a interesting
topic, participating in a dialogue, describing

facts, or talking our experiences.

® Speech is used to change the behavior of
others.

Speech is used to stimulate others to take ac-
tions, different attitudes or to present their
viewpoints. It is used to encourage an open ex-
change of ideas. By speech, we can order others
to do something. We can counsel or give advice.
We share personal convictions and praise the
work of others. We give logical reasons of con-
ducts and cite evidence. We talk and describe

personal experiences.

@ Speech is used to solve personal or social
problems.

In our personal and social lives, speech is used
to identify problems. It is used to isolate causes
of the problem. It is used to consider alterna-
tive courses of action. It is used to propose pos-

sible solutions.

(C) What is the difference between general com-
munication and speech communication?

(1) Speech activities are supported by other
channels of communication.

As we have seen above, speech communication
can send surely many variety of messages to
other people, and it is very refined, sophisti-
cated, minute, detailed, deep, complicated, spe-
cific, pinpointed, etc. It seems that it can do all
of the functions of communication. But it is far
from truth. We must know that speech commu-
nication must be supported and complemented
by other channels of communication such as
distance, place, timing, action, body movement,
facial expressions, gestures, postures, posses-
sions, and so on, even if we use it appropriately.
For example, if we give order to a group of peo-
ple and say, "Forwards! March!" the action (the
group of the people begin to march forwards)
must be witnessed to know that the communi-
cation is completed. All of words of order are
like this: "Stand on your head." "Carry the desk

to the next room." "Give me 1,000 yen." These
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sentences (speech) must be accompanied by the
actions and witnessed by the speaker to know
the speech functions satisfactorily in the com-
munication. When I say to my friend, "This is
my car," we need to show really my car itself to
my friend. And the existence of a car is essen-
tial for the speech to have the meaning as com-
munication. My friend needs to have look of
my car to know the size of the car, and the
shape of the car, and the color of the car. And
if he can touch my car, the communication ac-
tivity of showing my car to my friend is more
completely realized than giving only speech to
my friend, "I have a car." Generally speaking,
almost all speech activities are supported by

other channels of communication.

(2) General communication is a package of sig-
nals.

General communication is a package of signals,
a total of actions. So messages, as signals, ex-
change through the channels of voice, body lan-
guage, space, time, appearance ‘as well as
words. General communication uses very wide
range of channels of perception, 5 senses.
General communication can not be completed
by language channel only but can be completed
by other perceptional channels including
speech. We need tactful use of combination of

several perceptional organs.

(3) Speech communicator can not do two roles
of communication at a same time.

Speech communication has another shortage
for desirable communication. One person can
not do two roles of communication at a same
time. In other words, the speaker sends mes-
sages and the listener receives them at a time.
They can not do both roles at a same time. And
next time they swap their roles alternatively.
Imagine that spoken message exchange where
one person speaks to his friend who is the lis-

tener and waits for the message, and then the

friend becomes the speaker and gives answers
to the original speaker, who is the present lis-
tener some time later. This alternative ex-
change of roles  of speech takes certain time.
This is not desirable from the view point of

time economy of communication.

(4) We exchange multimessages simultaneously
in face-to-face interaction.

However, face-to-face interaction of communica-
tion is not necessarily an alternating process in
which two people take turns speaking and listen-
ing to each other. It is far from that. We human
beings have very fabulous skills. We can send
and receive multiple messages all at a same time
in face-to-face communication. In the situation,
a person can speak (encode an oral message)
while watching the receiver's feedback (decoding
the nonverbal message). In other words, if the
speaker is talking to listener, he checks listener's
response of the message as he speaks by using
non-verbal signals. If the speaker finds a ques-
tioning look, a shrug of the shoulders or a frown
of the face on the listener, he can notice it imme-
diately by the feedback which is sent as a non-
verbal signal to the speaker. The speaker
changes his way of speaking. In real communica-
tion activity, we exchange multimessages simul-
taneously. We use fabulous skills of

communication in face-to-face interaction.

(5) The speaker and the listener must use com-
mon words.

Speech communication has another shortage.
The speaker and the listener must use common
spoken words which produce similar images in
both partners' brain. Each person, the speaker
and the listener, has usually different atti-
tudes, beliefs, and values, and they still talk to
each other differently and we must understand
one another in condition of that we recognize
our differences and we are using the same lan-

guage. So if we hope to be understood by other
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people, we must learn to produce similar men-
tal images for each other through common spo-
ken words. This needs really very difficult
learning and training. Speech communication
needs really very broad and meticulous train-

ing for us to be understood by others.

(D) What should we do to develop the compe-
tence of general communication in schools?

(1) The dynamics of general communication

Japanese people are expected to be a good
English communicator. They are expected to
know the dynamics of oral English communica-
tion in the present modern world, where
Japanese people are expected to interact with
other people in English and contribute them-
selves for the construction of peace world. In
the meaning, Japanese people are required to
learn English and to have the skills of English
communication; the skills of greeting in
English, telephoning in English, face-to-face
interviewing in English, discussion on a topic
in English, and presentation in English. They
are required to learn the skills of English use to
the satisfactory level. They are required to be
more active in using English in the interna-
tional societies. They are required to learn the
skills of understanding others and making oth-
ers understand, listening to others and giving
instructions to others. They are required to
learn the skills of organizing and delivering a
presentation in English. They are required to
be active in the present and future interna-
tional societies using English. They are re-
quired to develop the skills of general
communication through all of the 5 perceptual
senses, the dynamics of general communica-

tion.

(2) The English teachers in Japan need to re-
duce the time of explanation.

The English teachers in Japan need to reduce
the time of explanation in English classes.

Increase the time of practice of the students to
develop their skills for general communication.
Increase the amount of practice of using
English in English classes. Extend their experi-
ence of using English in the broad sense of
communication situation. Give the students op-
portunities of using English in real, or virtual
real language situation. English learning is to

have experiences of using English.

(3) The different ways of communication in dif-
ferent situations

" The Japanese students need to know the differ-

ence of the usage of language in different situa-
tions. In deep personal sharing communication
situation with those who are parents, partners
and lovers, we use private talk or family talk to
express our feelings and things in common. In
close friendships communication situation with
close friends, we use friendly talk including fa-
miliar slangs where the topics are daily events,
hobbies, entertainment, jobs, family, etc. In
business and school communication situation
with co-workers and class-mates, the communi-
cation talk is about mutual concerns, common
acquaintances and shared goals. In casual en-
counter communication situation, the topics
are weather, sports, currents events, the com-
mon activities or interests, etc. The talking
style is polite, small and casual conversation.
In communication situation with strangers,
the talking style is less intimate. The topics are
greetings, self-introduction, guide of the com-
munity, and other exchange of information to

establish social relationships.

(4) The different use of language in different
situations

The Japanese students need to know that lan-
guage i1s a tool for communication and that
language must be adjusted for many communi-
cation situations. The language we use in talk-

ing to our friends is not the same as the words
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we use in a university lecture class. The most
important element in choosing appropriate lan-
guage is our listener. In informal situations
such as in a school canteen or on a picnic, cas-
ual words, slang, and relaxed comments are al-
lowed to be used there. However, in formal
situations such as ceremonies, interviews, re-
ports, presentations, or business conferences,
formal and technical terms are necessarily
used. Clear reporting language, careful infer-
ences, and cautious judgements are desirably
selected there. Informal language such as collo-

quialism of slang is out of place. We also

should be careful for technical language. It~

should be used only when listeners share the
same vocabulary. We must be also careful to
use specialized language to describe products,
types of tools, and processes in a workplace.
Unless others understand these terms, they

should not be used.

(5) Reduce psychological anxiety

The Japanese students also need to know how
to reduce psychological anxiety when we use
English with foreign people. We have anxiety
problems when we are going to have a conver-
sation or interview, or take part in discussion,
or speak in front of a group. We have necessar-
ily psychological anxiety. It is self-anxiety and
related to the way other people respond to us.
This is a worry about how to we deliver the
message. So we need to know how to rescue
ourselves from the fear of English communica-
tion anxiety. We need to know how to prepare
English messages and how to deliver the mes-
sages effectively to others. We need to know
how to take control of the talking energy. We
need to know how to handle our nervousness;
how to breathe, how to look at our audience
and hdw to smile at them, when we make
speech in front of large audience. We need to

know how to manage communication tensions.

(6) Experience of English communication

In English lessons of the schools in Japan, the
students should have more experiences and op-
portunities of using English: data collection in
English, presentation style of learning in
English, pair lessons between students in
English, group lessons among students in
English. English teachers should reduce their
explanation of English, reduce their demon-
stration of English use, which seems proud of
their own English ability. The demonstration
of English use is not for teachers but for the
students. So increase the opportunities to listen
to a variety of English including non-native
English speakers’ English such as Japanese
friends' English. The model of English lan-
guage should be not limited only to American
English and British English, but "Japanese
English" should be also introduced in the
classes. The Japanese students should learn in-
ternational English which includes "Japanese
English," "Chinese English," "Korean English,"

etc.

English teaching for Japanese people is to develop
their general communicative competence through
English in its broad sense of language use, not
only in English speaking countries such as
America, Britain, etc., but also in the interna-
tional societies such as in the United Nations,

Asian, African and European countries.
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