
Should we be learning 
English?

Should it be compulsory to study English at high 
school in Japan?



Do you agree with this?

Japan polls 78th in English proficiency out of 112 
countries, according to EF, Education First, a Swiss 
education company. In Asia, Japan falls below Taiwan, 
China, Vietnam and South Korea. For years, Japan has 
lagged in standard TOEFL tests, below far poorer 
countries such as Cambodia, Kazakhstan and 
Azerbaijan.

McNeill, D. (2022). Life in Japan: This country wastes a lot of money teaching English. The Mainichi.
. Retrieved from: https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20220314/p2a/00m/0op/008000c

In 2016, English was ranked # 138 of 
141 countries and was the lowest 
ranked in Asia.



Recent History

Throughout the 20th century, more and more English loanwords 
were introduced into the Japanese language (slogans, advertising, 
concepts). Foreign loanwords took on elements of prestige. 
English developed an undeniably positive association in Japanese 
culture. English for speaking proved attractive to the general public, 
particularly since the image attached to eikaiwa in the media was 
cheerful, fun, and accessible.
Yet despite this growth, studies estimate that less than 30 percent 
of Japanese speak English at any level at all. Less than 8 percent and 
possibly as little as 2 percent speak English fluently. For comparison, 
in Germany, roughly 60 percent of the population speaks English, 
and 16 percent of speakers say they are proficient.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/26/japan-doesnt-want-to-
become-another-casualty-of-english/

https://howwidelyspoken.com/how-widely-spoken-english-germany/
https://www.thelocal.de/20130926/52117


Share of people learning English in Japan
• 80% at regular school

• 27% at university

• ANer graduaOng, there is a drop



Share of people learning English in Japan
• 80% at regular school

• 27% at university

• After graduating, there is a drop
Unpopular?



Objectives for English 

to understand the speaker’s intenOons when listening to English.

to enable students to talk about their own thoughts using English.

to familiarize students with reading English.

to understand the writer’s inten7ons when reading English.

to familiarize students with wriOng in English. 

to enable students to write about their own thoughts using English. 



Students feel unconfident when speaking

Concerns over misunderstandings which might occur 
due to differing expectations of explicitness 

Awareness of the importance to maintain 
harmonious relationships within the class 

Losing face or making mistakes in front of others

Standing out from others through speaking out and 
showing off their abilities 

Falling short of other’s expectations 

Cultural Concerns



What are reasons for poor fluency 
issues?

• Passive as opposed to being an 
active part 
• Focus is on accuracy and avoiding 

grammatical mistakes
• Memorizing in preparation for tests
• Teachers not having adequate 

enough English communication 
skills. 
• Native teachers unaware of student 

needs





Disadvantage 1

• Takes up your time
• Opportunity cost: the cost of doing 

something you want to do (your opportunity). 
For example, the opportunity cost of enjoying 
an amazing concert is paying the price of the 
ticket.
• But the cost isn’t always measured in money.
• When it comes to learning a new language, 

one of the main costs is time. 
• The time you could have spent doing 

something else, like catching up with friends, 
working overtime at your job to save money, 
or learning something else, like how to play 
the guitar.
• Wasting time. Focus on your strengths, what 

you enjoy or benefit your future.



Disadvantage 2

• Losing your cultural iden3ty
• In some cases, especially for younger people, 

learning a second language comes at the cost 
of ignoring your first which can be considered 
a negaOve of learning a second language.
• For example, if you’ve moved to a new place 

and you have to communicate in a different 
language most of the Ome (except maybe at 
home), you might end up neglecOng your first 
language.
• Since language is strongly connected to your 

cultural idenOty, this might result in feeling as 
though you don’t have as much of a 
connec3on to your culture anymore.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1062590.pdf


Disadvantage 3

• Polls show Japan is worsening in English 
proficiency. 

• Meanwhile, technology is undermining the 
entire rationale for difficult, expensive 
language-learning. 

• Free, online automatic translators like 
Google Translate and DeepL.com instantly 
render Japanese into understandable 
English.



Disadvantage 3

• AI and machines translations, which 
struggled over subtleties of syntax, 
culture and grammar have been vastly 
improved by deep learning.

• This means that algorithms are 
mimicking the way our brains process 
information. 

• The EU is among many organizations 
calling this a revolution in language.



Disadvantage 4

• The language business market found that 
827.2 billion yen (up 1.7%) was spent on the 
various goods and services in 2015
• Foreign language classes for adults, foreign 

language classes for children/infants, pre-
schools, deployment of teachers to 
kindergarten/day-care centers for children, 
textbooks, self-learning language 
hardware/software, electronic dictionaries, 
textbooks of English conversation classes for 
children/infants, correspondence education, 
e-learning, software, language exams, 
overseas-education arrangement and 
interpretation/translation. 

Yano (2016) 



However,…



Benefit 1

• For years, multinational companies 
have been mandating English as the 
common corporate language. 
• “In East Asia, many parents, 

professionals, and students 
themselves see English as a 
prerequisite for attaining the best 
jobs on the market,” said Minh Tran, 
the executive director of academic 
affairs at Education First, a Swiss 
language-education company that 
offers classes in Japan.

https://hbr.org/2012/05/global-business-speaks-english


Benefit 2

• “If Japan is content with not 
being connected to the rest of the 
world, then it doesn’t need 
English,” said Liang Morita, a 
professor of language and culture 
at Nagoya University.
• However, big businesses 

such as Toyota and Shiseido have 
found that the Japanese market 
alone is not able to sustain the 
growth in profits they desire. 
• So it follows that Japan needs 

English to do business with the 
rest of the world.”



Benefit 3

• The pracLcal economic benefits of English 
for Japan might seem clear. Japan’s 
populaLon fell by a record rate in 2019. 
• Foreign residents now make up more 

than 2 percent of the populaLon, nearly 
double the proporLon 20 years ago. 
• In the last few years, Japan has created 

new visa programs to aRract more foreign 
workers, highly skilled and service sector 
employees alike, although the new 
workforce, especially caregivers, mainly 
comes from its Asian neighbors.

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/03/31/national/foreign-workers-way-japanese-businesses-ready/


Benefit 4

• “If you know how to speak English, 
people think you’re smart,” said Maki 
Shirase, a Japanese undergraduate 
studying at the City University of New 
York. “That’s a pretty big benefit.” 
• The discourse around English as a 

challenging skill that doesn’t come 
naturally to many people may be an 
additional barrier for everyday 
learners.
• “After graduating college, when I 

visited my hometown, some of my 
friends started to treat me differently,” 
Shirase said. “Not making fun of me, 
but the fact that I had studied abroad 
and spoke English made me different.”



Benefit 5

When you're looking for a job you 
need to have more on your CV than 
just your academic achievement, so 
make the most of any opportunities 
to pursue extra-curricular activities to 
improve your English abilities.



Furthermore,…

• There are other considerations



Negative Attitudes developed …

• Japanese tutors at the English Tutor Network with fluent 
English say they spent a ridiculous 4,000 to 5,000 hours 
studying to reach that level. 

• Compare that to the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages used for foreign-language study 
within Europe, which is based on achieving total fluency in a 
foreign language in just 1,200 hours of classes.

• “I studied English in junior high school, high school, and 
university, and when I graduated college I didn’t speak 
English at all,” said Norihiko Inoue, the regional sales and 
markeOng director at EducaOon First Japan.

• h"ps://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/26/japan-doesnt-want-to-become-another-casualty-of-english/



Nega1ve A2tudes developed …

Teachers in Japan have pointed to English classes’ strict 
correspondence to university entrance examinations as 
a major reason for their students’ poor proficiency. 
They argue that the focus on exams leads to an over-
emphasis on grammar as well as boring, memorization-
oriented classes.



Negative Attitudes developed …

“The Japanese Ministry of Education has introduced 
initiatives to make classrooms more interactive, but the 
teachers don’t know yet how to execute on these 
initiatives,” he said. “Japanese students are actually 
very good at grammar and vocabulary, but they can’t 
communicate very well because they’re afraid of 
making mistakes.”



Negative Attitudes developed …

Numerous studies agree that Japanese culture’s 
aversion to risk-taking leads many students to be 
reluctant to push their limits, especially in speaking, 
which is essential for language learning.



“This textbook is easy for us”

How do you respond to these comments by students:
“English is difficult”

“We have difficult homework?”

“The listening is too difficult”

“I don’t like tests”

… silence





Reflection of Self-efficacy

“Unless people believe they can produce desired effects by their ac6ons, they 
have li8le incen6ve to act. Efficacy belief, therefore, is a major basis of ac6on. 
People guide their lives by their beliefs of personal efficacy." 

(Bandura, 1997:2) 

Students with poor proficiency in English are mostly those who do not believe 
that they can learn a foreign language. Par6cipants’ self-efficacy percep6ons 
have been restructured and improved through a process of posiOve 
experiences. (Başaran & Cabaroğlu, 2014) 
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Benefits of studying English

• Improve & widen employment prospects

• Explore the world with confidence

• Access world-class education systems & establishments

• Increase cognitive ability

• Start a life in an English-speaking country

• Improve communication skills

• Open up a world of entertainment & popular culture

• Improve your confidence



Drawback of extra-curricular acFvies

• Learning English demands a considerable amount of Ome and 
dedicaOon.
• It can be difficult to noOce your proficiency (especially aber 

learning the basics) without taking tests.
• Pronouncing some English words can be tricky.
• Becoming fluent in the language is even more difficult.
• Some people don’t become proficient in English even while 

working abroad.
• If you don’t use English oben, it will be hard to remember the 

words
• People with poor vocabulary will find learning English to be 

more difficult.
• Prefer spending your Ome doing something that you ENJOY



Pros and cons of English as a 
compulsory subject at school…?

Go to two sides

Pros Cons


