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Abstract

This paper is a discussion of the new Kanazawa Seiryo University Women’s Junior
College (hereafter “Seitan”) English curriculum that began in April 2023. In particular, the
discussion will focus on the 1% semester class “English Communication” with
communicative English at its core. This subject is a compulsory 1% year subject for Seitan
students belonging to the “Department of Business Administration”. The objective of the
class is to activate students’ knowledge of English by centering classes on output and
allowing students to personalize this experience. The results from the end of course report
by students were very positive and show a successful start to the new curriculum, as will be

discussed.

AfEiE, 2023 4F 4 HIZA X — b L 72@RBEBERAL TR (AT, BE) RERGROH
AV FaTL [HE] KOWTEHLEEDDTH D, FFIL, 23a=hT47 A v 7V vva%nik
& L7z 1 ¥ [English Communication ] % HuLICEi L %5, ZORHE X RBREPE] CiE$
2EAED 1 FERMERATHZ, TV M Ty F bbb LRET, FAEDEEN ZEELE 2
ZZLEHAMELTWDS, FAEICLIBRERTHROL A - FMIIFEFICRY T4 7D DT, ks
X518 A)F 2T LDERHBEAZ—FRTL TV,

1. Introduction
1.1 Background

According to the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry in Japan, the ability to convey
one’s message is regarded as a crucial skill. The ability to communicate has always been a
necessity in the workplace. However, in a world that is dominated by social media, and with
less genuine in-person interactions, teaching students the wvalue of face-to-face
communication, even in English, has become increasingly important. Despite living in an
interconnected world through technology, there is a noticeable disconnection between people.
Providing students with ample opportunities to communicate in a classroom setting, can help
them appreciate the benefits of face-to-face communication, contributing positively to their
growth and development. With this in mind, the introduction of the new curriculum in Seitan
was timely, though not without challenges. Students were not starting from scratch - they

had completed six years of secondary English language education for better or worse.

In Japan, foreign language education has traditionally emphasized comprehension over
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communication. English classes in junior and senior high schools have primarily focused on
language input, with minimal opportunities for output. When students do produce English,
the output is controlled, and accuracy is often prioritized over fluency. English is taught
primarily to prepare students for university entrance exams. Ushioda (2013) notes that “the
English that is studied is grammar-focused ‘English for exams’ (juken eigo), with minimal
attention paid to the development of communication skills” (p.5). As a result, the goal
appears to be passing exams rather than achieving real communicative competence in
English. However, learning grammar and acquiring language are two different things. Since
the curriculum is geared towards exams, students are trained to avoid mistakes, which may
explain why they are often reluctant to speak English by the time they enter college or

university.

Many students carry ‘emotional baggage’ (Falout et al., 2013) from their English
education in junior and senior high school. If Seitan students developed a dislike for English
due to their past experiences, this could impact their current motivation to learn the language.
Falout (2016), suggests that students’ present self-perception is shaped by past experiences.
Negative experiences with English can influence how students view the language today, and
their sense of self-worth may be affected by their previous successes or failures in learning
it. However, providing students with positive present-day experiences could help them
overcome this emotional baggage. As Falout (2016) states, “antecedent conditions might not
be permanent traits, but states of mind that can by dynamically influenced be external
contexts” (p.52). Positive experiences, such as actual communication in English, may help

students develop a more favorable attitude toward the language.

1.2 The ‘motivation’ issue

Japanese students spend their junior and senior high school years focused on preparing for
the university entrance exams. Due to the intensity of this exam-oriented study, many
students lack confidence in speaking English, as the emphasis has been on accuracy. The
issue is further amplified when students enter university, where the focus shifts to
standardized tests such as TOEIC, TOEFL and IELTS, which adhere to native-speaker norms.
As a result, English becomes a subject learned primarily to pass tests. The narrative needs to
change, reminding educators that English, like any language, is for communication. While
grammatical accuracy is important for those striving to be like native speakers, this goal may
be unrealistic for Japanese students, who are more likely to use English with non-native
English speakers. As Yujobo (2019) states, “These non-attainable and non-realistic goals
have continued to hurt self-esteem as students and teachers work to mimic native English
speakers (NES), ending in failure by falling short” (p.13). By focusing primarily on high
tests scores, students are pushed to prioritize accuracy over communication. If test scores for
TOEIC, TOEFL, and similar exams become the sole metric of language proficiency, this may

negatively impact students’ motivation. Furthermore, if students are only learning to pass
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tests — though this is a skill in itself — they may not see the value of actually communicating
in English, which is the primary purpose of learning a language; to connect with others.
Students need to learn how to communicate using the grammar and vocabulary they already

know, while also building confidence in speaking English.

To foster motivation and self-efficacy in students we need to encourage students to
develop a growth mindset (the belief that abilities and intelligence can be developed) as
opposed to a fixed mindset (the belief that abilities are static and failures are permanent),
concepts introduced by Dweck (2016). She suggests that rather than focusing on
standardized test success, we should teach students to love learning and challenges, and to
persevere while enjoying the process of improvement. Dweck also states, “Yet, in this era of
high-stakes testing, much teaching emphasizes memorization of facts, rules and procedures
to “ensure” that students do well on the all-important tests. As we have seen, this may
promote more fixed mindsets and perhaps, ironically, undermine students’ performance on
these very tests.” (p. 220). In line with this idea, rather than having the students in the English
Communication class do well on tests, the aim should be to help them appreciate the value

and enjoyment in communicating in English.

By the time students begin college or university, they are often unmotivated to learn
English, having already achieved their goal of passing the entrance exams (Taguchi 2013).
To better understand students’ motivation or lack thereof towards English, Dorynei’s (2009)
“L2 motivation self-system” offers a useful framework. This system consists of three
components: 1) ‘Ideal L2 self’, 2) ‘Ought-to L2 self’, and 3) ‘L2 learning experience’. The
‘Ideal L2 self refers to the aspirational version of oneself that speaks a second language,
serving as a powerful motivator. The ‘Ought-to L2 self” involves external expectations, such
as passing exams or not disappointing others. The ‘L2 learning experience’ includes factors
such as the immediate learning environment, curriculum, and peer influence. According to
Ueki & Takeuchi (2013), for non-English majors (such as Seitan students), the “Ought-to L2

self” and external influences have the greatest impact on motivation.

Learners with a strong ought-to self are thus prone to make a minimal effort to avoid
negative outcomes, whereas those with the ideal self tend to make a maximal unforced
effort to achieve positive outcomes (Ueki & Takeuchi.2013:16).

In other words, students motivated by external pressures may be less engaged in their L2
learning due to their fear of failure. They are also less likely to engage in autonomous study
outside the classroom, further limiting their English improvement and exacerbating their
demotivation. For Seitan students, the best approach is to change their learning experience
to make it more positive, thereby increasing their self-esteem and confidence in using

English. If students stop seeing English as mere ‘study’ and focus on using it as a tool for
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communication, they are more likely to enjoy the experience, gain more confidence, and

ultimately become more autonomous language learners.

2. Seitan English Curriculum

In April of 2023, the new English curriculum called “Enjoy English” began at Seitan. The
rationale behind introducing the new curriculum was to focus on improving students’
intercultural communication skills in English, as well as their overall communicative
abilities. As part of their business administration studies, students need to develop strong
communication skills, and one way to achieve this is by increasing their English output —
using English to practice communication and, in turn, improving their communicative ability.
In the new course, students learn practical communication skills in English, such as making
small talk and asking follow-up questions, which are transferable to both English and
Japanese conversations. The “Enjoy English” name was chosen to encourage students to find
something they enjoy in English thereby motivating them to use the language outside the
classroom. Since it is difficult for students to improve their English skills with just one lesson
a week, the curriculum aims to spark their interest in communicating in English beyond the
classroom. The course is designed to help students become capable professionals in

intercultural society.

Under the new curriculum, all first-year students are required to take the class “English
Communication” during the first semester. Unlike the previous curriculum, students are not
divided into classes by English proficiency level, and there is no textbook. This approach
ensures that every student starts on equal footing, as the primary goal is communication, not
keeping up with a textbook or preparing for a written test. The new curriculum focuses solely
on students speaking English. In the “English Communication™ class, students practice
speaking skills through role-plays in each class, creating a necessity for speaking English.
The hope is that this will increase their motivation and self-esteem regarding the language.

After completing the “English Communication” class, in the subsequent 3 semesters (1%
and 2™ year) students are free to choose English themes that interest them. These include
entertainment, travel, food, fashion and lifestyle, and culture. Students who are interested in
pursuing English for business communication, classes such as “Business English

Communication” are also available.

In this curriculum the teacher’s role is that of a facilitator rather than a traditional instructor.
The teacher does not “teach’” English but instead creates opportunities for students to use the
English they already know. This can be achieved in various ways, depending on the teacher’s
style, such as giving students tasks to complete or problems to solve. The goal is for students
to use English as a tool to accomplish these tasks, learning new expressions and vocabulary

in the process. Teachers are encouraged to be creative and design activities that make English
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enjoyable. The chosen themes are closely related to students’ personal experiences and daily
lives, which helps them engage more with the language. Ideally, students will 1) increase
their confidence in speaking English; 2) develop a more positive attitude towards English;

and 3) overcome communication challenges when interacting in English.

2.1 English Communication class

In 2023, 102 students were enrolled in my compulsory English Communication class,
which was held once a week. The students were divided into four classes, with approximately
25 students in each. In 2024, 90 students were enrolled, again divided into four classes, each
with about 22 students.

The primary goal of the class was for students to enjoy communicating in English, rather
than simply preparing them to succeed in tests. The class topics were chosen based on their
relevance to the students’ lives, such as family, part-time jobs, food, hometowns, etc.
Students were provided with handouts that included model conversations around the topics.
These models incorporated speaking skills such as giving extended answers, asking follow-
up questions, using verbal cues, and repeating key words or phrases. Students practiced these
conversations with their partner. Additionally, they were encouraged to focus on their
communication style, which included speaking smoothly, making eye contact, using
appropriate intonation, and avoiding “Katakana English” — a tendency to pronounce English
words with an added vowel sound, as is common in Japanese. For example, the word “what”
is often pronounced as “whatto”. Many students overuse Katakana English without realizing
1t.

After practicing the model conversations, students were tasked with creating their own
role plays based on the handouts. They were required to incorporate the speaking skills they
had learned and pay attention to their communication style, while also personalizing their
role plays. Once ready, each pair came to the back of the classroom, where I was seated, to
perform their role play in front of me. They received brief feedback, and afterward, they
recorded their conversations and uploaded them to the online app, “Flip”. This not only gave
students additional practice but also allowed them to personalize their learning experience

through technology.
At the end of each class, students completed a self-reflection document. The purpose was
to encourage them to become more aware of their language learning progress, recognize their

capabilities, and share their experiences.

3. Method

In the final classes of 2023 and 2024, English Communication class students were asked
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to comment on the new subject, English Communication. They were asked to compare this
class to their English classes in high school. They also were asked to write about what they
noticed and learned through this class. Students submitted their comments about the class.
They were asked to write their name on their comment page, but were told it would have no

impact whatsoever on their grades.

4. Findings
The comments below highlight some of the 2023 students’ previous perceptions towards

English and their perceptions towards the new English Communication class:

e [ used to be reluctant to speak English because I thought I had to use perfect English
to get my message across, but now I am able to speak more actively because this
class emphasizes speaking and communicating. I have more opportunities to feel I
can speak it because there is a lot of practice.

e Until now, I was not very good at English. But this English class is fun for learning.

e [ think the most important thing in English is to get used to using English.

e The pressure of avoiding mistakes is not there.

e Pronunciation of English was difficult and I was embarrassed, but the more lessons |
had, it became more enjoyable and I could pronounce English without
embarrassment.

e I'm happy to feel I can use what I learned in this class at my part-time job.

e [ can come up with sentences [ want to use and want to try to learn for myself.

e My motivation towards English has changed.

e By making up our own conversations, we got into the habit of looking up words we
didn't know and increased our vocabulary, as well as learning how to react in English.

e English up to high school was just about studying. I was not good at English and
often had to memorize Japanese translations before tests, leaving me with no
understanding of anything. In Communication English class at university, the aim
was to communicate with others by using simple English to the extent that I knew,
so even though I am not good at English, I enjoyed taking the classes.

e [ really hated English in high school. < Edited for brevity> I am now able to use
English more actively and enjoy the classes more than I did before.

e English Communication focuses on conversation, so I can enjoy learning and I am
no longer afraid of English.

e Compared to high school, I feel closer to English.

o [ felt more motivated to do my best in this English class than in high school.

e The classes have made me less afraid of talking to foreigners even if [ am not so good
at English.

e Just by taking this class and finding it fun, my motivation for English has changed,
so I can study harder than I did in high school!
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e [ didn't like English very much to begin with, but through this class it turned into
something fun.

e [ originally couldn't speak English at all and really hated it. < Edited for brevity>
Even though I don't like English, I am enjoying the classes. I like English a little bit
more now.

e [ am not good at English, but I think that communicating in English has nothing to
do with academic ability and I can enjoy the classes. Even if my knowledge of
English is low, I can still converse with people and I can tell them a little about myself.

e Even if you are not good at English, you can enjoy improving your English.

e [ thought it was easier to learn pronunciation and intonation because you experience
it with your body rather than thinking about it in your head.

o [ realized that adding reactions during role-plays, for example, adds more fun to the
conversation, regardless of whether it is in English or Japanese. So now when I talk
to people, I add reactions and enjoy the conversation more than ever.

e [ think this class has helped me to speak English with more confidence by speaking
in a way that others can understand.

e [ feel that the more practical classes help me to learn faster.

e In high school, even if I got a good score on a regular test, I forgot about it after that
and didn't learn anything. < Edited for brevity> Trying to communicate or speak in
English Communication class is important.
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The comments below highlight some of the 2024 students’ previous perceptions towards

English and their perceptions towards the English Communication class:

I gradually became more comfortable with speaking and was able to think and speak
on my own.

Compared to high school English classes, there was no sense of rigid study, so even
though I was not good at English, I was able to work on it with more motivation than
in high school.

I think I developed my speaking skills more because of the role-plays each time.

Therefore, I gradually became less and less hesitant about speaking English, and 1



TUNTy bERALE LRE SREBRRELTEPRENTO [#FIIa=r—ar | ZHTALVFR-|

think it helped me to improve my communication skills.

e [ was able to take the classes without feeling too much pressure because I could get
through even if I made a few mistakes. I feel that this was more motivating for me to
learn English than the high school classroom style, and I feel that my speaking and
communication skills also improved.

e [ think this class helped me learn communication and everyday conversational skills
through role-plays.

e Through this class, I realized that English and Japanese are not very different in terms
of communication. I realized that communication is for the purpose of interacting
with others, our feelings are the same and our ideas on how to expand the
conversation are the same.

e [ felt that my English conversation and communication skills definitely improved
since the beginning through this class.

o [ felt that [ was not good at English. In this class I was able to use English comfortably,
which gave me confidence in using English.

o [ also learnt the joy of being able to convey what I wanted to say to others.

e [ was not good at English classes, but in this subject I did not think I was bad at it. I
was able to take the class with the awareness that [ was learning how to speak in
English in order to develop my communication skills.

e [ was very bad at speaking in English, but < Edited for brevity> now I like speaking
in English very much. < Edited for brevity> I felt that it is a necessary subject not
only in today’s society but also in the future in terms of improving communication
skills.

e | had a feeling of resistance to foreign languages, not just English, and I thought it
was impossible for me, but < Edited for brevity> I am glad that I learnt to think about
how I can communicate with others by myself.

o [ feel like I was able to overcome my negative thinking by taking this class. Through
English, I was able to change not only my English speaking and listening skills, but
also my inner self.

e Since entering university, I have enjoyed speaking English. I was not good at it in
high school.

e I now love English. I think this is because there were many situations where I could
use English to express my feelings.

e [ used the prints handed out at the beginning of class to think of role-play sentences,
so I feel that I am learning more and speaking a lot more English than I did in high
school.

e Through the classes, I have come to like and even speak a little English, and I have
realized that anyone can learn to speak English. I also realized that being able to
speak English gives me confidence and makes it fun. < Edited for brevity> I learnt

that when you communicate in English, you can open your mind and learn more
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about the other person than when you communicate in Japanese. I learnt that it is fun
to speak English.

Until April, I had negative feelings towards English, such as ‘I am not good at English
because I cannot get good marks in English tests’” and ‘I don't want to speak English
much because it would be embarrassing if [ made mistakes with English grammar’
etc. < Edited for brevity> Now, my dislike of English has completely disappeared
and I can say, ‘If I make a mistake, it's okay if [ make a mistake. It's okay as long as
I get the message across. It's important to enjoy it!” I am happy because I have
developed a positive self that says, ‘If I make a mistake, it's okay if I make a mistake’.
Each role play taught me how to connect conversations and learn about small talk. I
think my communication skills and willingness to carry on a conversation have
improved more than when I was in high school.

I realized that English is more interesting when you actually enjoy talking to other
people, and I really enjoyed speaking English freely with my friends in the English
Communication classes. I like English now.

I no longer have any resistance to English.

I was very anxious because | was shy and not good at communicating with other
people, and I was also not good at English. Over the course of the classes, I got to
know my partner and the other classmates around me, and we had the opportunity to
get to know each other a lot.

My thinking changed to how I could speak next time to make myself easier to be
understood. I realized through this class that the important thing is to use English for
as long as possible.

I realized how important it is to practice.

I realized that this is important because the emphasis is on communicating with the
other person. < Edited for brevity> I can speak English while having fun.

Until the class started, I had a bit of resistance to English and felt that the hurdle to
having a conversation in English was very high. However, in reality, there was
nothing difficult and I was able to have fun conversing with the teacher and my
friends. Through the English Communication classes at Seitan, I realized how fun it
is to converse in English. < Edited for brevity> I am very happy that I have improved
not only my English skills but also my communication skills.

In high school, I often became silent for fear of making mistakes and often felt self-
loathing when I compared my lack of English with other students, but at university [
feel I am able to speak freely.

I was not good at English and I hated English classes. However, I enjoyed English
Communication, so I looked forward to every class.

I am not good at communicating with people, and I had a hard time having a good
conversation with people I have never spoken to before, but I realized that it is very

important to be proactive in trying to have a conversation. < Edited for brevity>
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Through this class, [ have learnt the importance of communication.

e Through this class, [ have learnt that even if you don't speak perfect English, you can
communicate by sticking words together and using gestures. So, if I ever have the
opportunity to use English outside class, I will try to communicate with gestures and
not be afraid of making mistakes.

e [ think my English has definitely improved in the last few months.

e Until high school, I could only check my English ability with tests, but now I could
feel it every time I attend these classes. < Edited for brevity> The classes made me
realize how fun it is to listen to and speak English.

e [ am happy to realize that my conversational skills have improved a lot.

e Grammar is important, but the most important thing is to be able to communicate.
This is because no matter how well I know grammar, it is meaningless if I cannot
speak.
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5. Discussion

The data collected from student feedback over the 2023 and 2024 academic years on the
English Communication class reveal several insightful patterns regarding their attitudes and
experiences with English. This discussion synthesizes these findings to explore the impact

of the course on students’ perceptions and skills in English.

5.1. Increased confidence

One of the most notable changes observed is the increased comfort and confidence
students have developed in speaking English. Initially, many students expressed a fear of
making mistakes and a reluctance to speak English due to concerns about grammatical
accuracy. However, the emphasis on role-playing and communicative practice in the new
class appears to have alleviated these concerns. Students reported feeling more comfortable
speaking English and less afraid of making mistakes. They noted that the focus on
communication rather than perfect grammar helped them engage more actively in
conversations. The shift from a fear of failure to a more relaxed and enjoyable approach to
learning English is a significant positive outcome of the class.
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5.2. Shift in attitude towards English

The data indicates a substantial change in students’ attitudes towards English. Many
students who previously disliked or feared English reported a newfound enjoyment and
appreciation for the language. The class’s emphasis on practical communication and personal
relevance, such as discussing topics like part-time jobs, food, and hobbies, contributed to
this shift. Students recognized the value of using English for real-life communication rather
than solely for academic purposes. This transformation from viewing English as a test subject
to seeing it as a tool for meaningful interaction suggests that the class successfully addressed

students’ needs and preferences.

5.3. Development of communication skills

Students also observed improvements in their communication skills. They reported that
role-plays and interactive activities helped them develop their speaking abilities and become
more proactive in conversations. The class’s focus on everyday conversational skills, such
as small talk and asking follow-up questions, appears to have been effective in enhancing
students’ practical communication skills. Many students noted that these activities helped

them learn how to react appropriately in conversations and build their vocabulary.

5.4. Reduced anxiety and increased motivation

The reduction of anxiety and increased motivation towards speaking English were other
significant findings. By creating a low-pressure environment where mistakes were viewed
as part of the learning process, students felt more motivated to participate, and practice using
English. This positive reinforcement contributed to a more engaged and enthusiastic attitude
towards the language. Students reported that the enjoyable nature of the classes helped them
overcome their previous resistance to English and increased their willingness to engage in

the language outside the classroom.

5.5. Realization of practical benefits

Several students expressed a realization of the practical benefits of speaking English. They
noted that being able to communicate effectively in English had practical applications, such
as using English in their part-time jobs or enjoying conversations with peers. This practical
relevance of the language contributed to a more positive and motivated approach to speaking
English.

6. Limitations and Future research

While the data presents a positive shift in students’ attitudes and skills, it is important to
acknowledge the limitations of this study. The findings are based on a specific context within
a junior college and may not be generalizable to other educational settings. Further research

is needed to explore how these changes in attitude and skill development translate into
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continued motivation and language use beyond the classroom. Investigating how students
maintain and build upon these skills in different contexts could provide valuable insights into
the long-term impact of communicative language teaching. Overall, the data suggests that
the English Communication class has successfully fostered a more positive and effective
approach to students’ using English, leading to increased confidence, improved
communication skills, and a more enjoyable learning experience for students. Although there
were no negative comments in the students’ data, future data collection should also try to

capture and explore negative aspects.

7. Conclusion

The introduction of the new English Communication class at Seitan has led to a notable
transformation in students’ attitudes towards English communication. The data and student
feedback from the 2023 and 2024 academic years reflect a significant shift from viewing
English as a daunting academic subject to appreciating it as a valuable tool for everyday

communication.

Students initially approached the class with apprehensions and negative perceptions of
English, largely due to past experiences with rigid, test-focused instruction. However, the
new curriculum’s emphasis on practical communication and relevant topics effectively
addressed these concerns. By focusing on communicative competence rather than
grammatical perfection, the curriculum has successfully reduced students’ anxiety and

fostered a more enjoyable and engaging learning environment.
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