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3. How | learned English and the joy it gives me’

“Sensei, could you possibly introduce me to a young woman who is competent
and fluent in English?” asked one of my former students working in Kyoto. “Why?” 1
inquired, feeling this request was somewhat strange. “Well, in three months I will be
transferred to a branch office in Seattle, and I desperately need to marry a woman who
can speak English and help me,” he said.

Twice before I have received such requests. Both times, I could not laugh it off.
Yet, I felt disgusted at the way these men think, as it completely ignores a woman’s
dignity. What is the solution to this problem of lack of English skills? The answer is
staring you right in the face: reading English. If we all read extensively, Japan can
make English its real second language. This article aims to present how to build this
foundation. Anyone can achieve remarkable results, if they faithfully put into practice
four suggestions:

1. Enhance your vocabulary;

2. Hone your pronunciation and intonation;

3. Master the fundamentals of English grammar; and

4. Read extensively in English.

To enjoy extensive reading in English, the first step is to build a vocabulary of
about 6,000 words. We must clearly recognize that, just as no human body can
function without cells, no one can command any language well without word power.
Let me explain my own experience, taking you back in time some 50 years. I bought
two copies of the “Akao no Mametan” dictionary. In one, I tore away each page the
moment I was sure that I could spell all the words on the page and remember their
meanings. I repeated this process twice every day--thus two pages a day for about a

year--and in doing so went through the two dictionaries. The key to remembering is
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to repeat new words over and over within the first week of acquiring them. It’s no
surprise to be told that the human brain is more accurate than a computer, as words
that have lain dormant for over 50 years in my “inbox” often wake up and work fine.
It always amazes me.

For the second point, I listened to the daily NHK Radio English conversation
program to acquire correct pronunciation and intonation. I did that for eight years.
As a reminder of those halcyon days, I kept all my old textbooks on the desk for
nearly 20 years. To ensure greater success, I did not record the radio show, or any
other programs, because it is only human nature to become unconsciously careless
while listening, if we think we can listen again any time. That kind of thinking is the
beginning of failure, as a pile of recorded tapes will most likely end up gathering dust
and rarely be listened to again.

Thirdly, the best way to learn fundamental English grammar is to review junior
high school English textbooks, which have all the basics. It will only take an adult
about 30 hours or so to learn the first-year textbook. About 50 hours each should be
enough for the second and third texts. This proved to be true through my experiments
with many senior high school students, who believed they were totally helpless and
hopeless when it came to learning English. Not at all. English frequently became their
favorite subject after they spent a few months reviewing junior high school English
textbooks.

The last point is the most challenging. Due to students’ poor vocabulary and
schools’ thin textbooks, extensive reading in English is seriously lacking. Furthermore,
immediately after they master basic English grammar, senior high school students are
force-fed a diet of intellectual reading materials aimed at adult native speakers. That’s
why Japanese students inevitably miss out on the middle stage of children’s stories
and lighter reading materials that native English children enjoy. To make up for this
gap, I began with less-demanding material, such as Oscar Wilde’s “The Happy Prince,”
James Baldwin’s “Fifty Famous Stories Retold” and Lafcadio Hearn’s gothic tales.
I read these during my high school days. “The Happy Prince” works out to about
3,500 words and it was, with the aid of a dictionary, the first novel I read in English.
I have never forgotten the satisfaction and confidence I felt when I finished. This

indescribable pleasure strengthened my resolve to read 20 pages a day in English.
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The first trial was the Bible, which I read, studied and copied out in notebooks.
The second challenge was some 250 old copies of Newsweek magazine, which I
received when they were about to be thrown away by the Kokura American Center
in Kitakyushu. I pleasantly dipped into these old magazines and devoured interesting
stories over four years, compiling a huge amount of notes about fresh and original
expressions. Today they are the flesh and blood of my English. For busy business
people and university students, I could list hundreds of timeless works in English, but
space permits me to recommend only a few classic nonfiction best sellers, such as Dale
Carnegie’s “How to Win Friends and Influence People,” Dr. Joseph Murphy’s self-help
classic, “The Power of Your Subconscious Mind,” Bill Clinton’s “My Life” and Hillary
Rodham Clinton’s “Living History.” These are all easy to read, offering a deep insight
into human nature, politics and business.

Once someone pokes his nose into a book, nothing can end the pleasure of reading.
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I ix 4. Hello, Sir

Thank you for your most recent article.
I absolutely agree with you about the importance of reading and writing. The more
[ learn Japanese, the more I appreciate how important (it is) to get the reading and
writing skills mastered before anything else. Many people want to take short cuts and
just speak a new language but, unless one lives with native-speakers of that language,

it is not possible to acquire (any) language without the hard work of reading and
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writing. Reading and writing familiarize people with grammatical structures and give
an insight into the ‘mind’ of the language.

I teach English in a high school here in New Zealand and occasionally I will use
some French or Latin or Japanese to show students how grammar differs in different
languages. Invariably, the students will ask "Why do other languages use such-and-
such expression? They ask this because they do not know that to speak another
language, one must think in that language. Your point about being able to make
mistakes without criticism is greatly important. If people fear making mistakes, then
they will not progress.

I briefly worked at GEOS in Yokohama and something that I loved about younger
students was that they were not afraid to make mistakes. That is why they often
picked up language more quickly than older students. Of course, it is much harder for
teenagers and people in their 20s because they are more self-conscious: they do not
want to be thought of as stupid. That is where a good teacher should help by creating
an environment where small mistakes are accepted, even fun. Anyway, I could go on

for hours. Many thanks again for your articles.

fits 5. Thank you very much for your article. I completely agree with you, especially
with regard to the texts that people learning English must read. I would add to your
list of recommended texts the works of Japanese authors. I have just finished reading
English translations of short stories by Shouhei Fujisawa - excellent stories, simply
told. Rather than teach a range of complex English literature, lecturers might consider
the texts you have recommended along with English translations of Japanese texts.
Language is a transmitter of culture, so it is important to read texts from the
language being studied; however, it is also important for people to see how texts are
translated from one language into another. Reading the translations of Fujisawa’s
stories makes me want to read them in Japanese. (It is) Something I will not be able
to do for many years, unfortunately. Imagine students who have not read Fujisawa in
Japanese being introduced to him through English translations! It might make them
want to read more Japanese authors: using English to learn about Japanese history /

culture [ literature. Thank you again for your article.
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S Jis 6. Dear Professor Noriguchi, I must tell you how much I enjoyed your article!
I made copies and will pass it (them) on to my students to inspire them to read and
learn French. Most importantly, Americans need to re-connect with the pleasure of
reading, that is why your article is so important across borders! As you so correctly
said: “Once someone pokes his nose into a book, nothing can end the pleasure
of reading.” I will take this opportunity to wish you a wonderful and happy new
year...one in which we will be able to see each other again either in America or Japan!

With warm wishes and eager thoughts of returning soon to Japan

i~ 7. Dear Professor Noriguchi, Language is fascinating - isn’t it! I liked your article
very much. Here are some of my own thoughts. I believe reading is a very valuable
tool for learning a language. English has a vast vocabulary when compared to other
European Languages - three times as many words as both Swedish and French. Most
differences exist in the number of “descriptive” words i.e. adjectives and adverbs.
This makes English such a colorful language but also increasingly difficult to master.
Reading literature can help overcome this as vocabulary is picked up and understood
without realizing. For example, a concrete surface can be hard, but so can (be)
something that is difficult. When reading; grammar, spelling, the meaning of words
and phrases intertwine - providing the basics have been learnt and understood, it
should provide a solid tool for learning and progressing.

However, in my personal opinion, nothing can replace living and learning with
natives in an English speaking country. Japan has one of the lowest rates in the world
when it comes to sending students abroad for a term or school year. Considering the
amount of money Japanese parents spend on extra tuition I don’t think the reason
is lack of finances, probably more a combination of University entrance tests using
“multiple choice” style questions and the Japanese’ school year not corresponding with
the English speaking world’s.

In business, past and present, I have come across many Japanese people who
speak “perfect” English, but they have always lived abroad for a year or so, or were
educated abroad for a period of time — I haven’t met you yet. In terms of learning
other languages, naturally, they should be offered at school. The problem which arises

is, how do you determine who has aptitude for a language without using some sort of
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aptitude test?

It is my belief, that the Japanese society does not place enough value on innate
intelligence - we are all born with different skills and different degrees of ability. To
master a language you also have to be able to speak it. “Auditory Processing”, i.e. how
the brain processes verbal information is vital, there is no way this can be improved
by training. This has nothing to do with hearing. You also require vast “Working
Memory” to be able to write a language.

Therefore, before anybody spends years attempting to learn Russian or Mandarin,
basic testing should be provided at school, establishing that the student has the innate
potential for learning languages. My daughter, who is 11, is dyscalculia, i.e. has a
learning difficulty with Mathematics, she works very hard to achieve 50 percent in her
Math’s exams - in all other subjects she achieves +90 percent - she is top in her year in
Science. For me to expect her to achieve those results in Mathematics would be most
unreasonable - she is not born with those sets of skills. Naturally, without an aptitude
test, I would not be able to understand how my daughter’s brain is “wired” and we
would probably both be tearing our hair out. I don’t believe testing has anything to do
with “elitism”, it simply establishes what we are likely to be good at, so that realistic
expectations can be achieved.

As we have discussed before, I agree with you that English probably shouldn’t be
compulsory at school, or for that matter, form part of the entrance exam for a degree
in Mathematics or Science. Other languages should be offered - In British top schools,
those students who have aptitude often learn three or four languages. It is with
interest that I await the results and evaluation of the Japanese students who attend
the Kaiyo Academy and how the academy has dealt with their students’ different skill
sets and ability. If you now have something (anything) on this subject, I would be

most interested in it. Please stay in touch.
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6. The 4 essential qualities of an English teacher’

A reader commented on my previous piece in this newspaper dated Nov. 24. “Indeed,
for many years, I have been duped by optimistic advertisements for learning English
quickly. Now I've realized that everything is difficult before it gets easier. To become
really competent and fluent in English is no exception,” the reader said. That article
seems again to have prompted readers to respond, both within Japan and from
overseas. Thus inspired, this article aims to describe the four essential qualities for
being a professional English teacher in Japan, based on my own experience stretching
over more than 40 years. In essence they are:

1. Speak loudly and clearly during class;
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2. Love to teach English;

3. Always enthusiastically strive to improve one’s own English; and

4, Cultivate a warm and approachable personality.

First of all, all teachers should speak in a loud voice in the classroom regardless of
the subject. This sounds like common sense, but in reality some English teachers fail
to speak loudly and clearly during class. Consequently, students soon get restless and
lose interest no matter what useful and humorous knowledge the teacher attempts to
impart to them. How can we become energetic teachers? Let me suggest two practical
ways that will also be beneficial in our private lives: eat and sleep well; and build up
physical strength.

Once I advised a female student who hoped to become a teacher to always eat a
good breakfast. She said she had begun to skip it since entering university so that she
could look slender. However, in an on-the-job training class her voice was so weak
that those sitting at the rear of the classroom could not sufficiently catch her words.
English teachers should not stand on the platform without breakfast. To maintain a
resonant voice, I have been jogging for more than 40 years, although my best time in
a full marathon remains a little over five hours. I weigh the same as 50 years ago. This
also saves money as I still wear suits made over 30 years ago. Except for slight colds,
I have never been ill in bed.

Second, it is inexcusable if an English teacher is neither enthusiastic nor
professional, standing in front of the class merely for pecuniary reasons. Students are
the most miserable victims of such a teacher. Teachers should be constantly aware
that their mission in life is to create the future of mankind, and that they are molding
their students into responsible citizens of the world. In particular a teacher should
endeavor to inspire their students’ innate ability to learn English and to cultivate
students’ insight into humanity. It is vitally important that English teachers prepare
clear objectives and points for each class in advance. An old saying goes, “You can
take a horse to water, but you cannot make him drink.” In English education, this
adage cannot be accepted. Although it would be better if the military did not exist
anywhere, we must realize that teaching a foreign language is exactly the same as
training soldiers. Students should always be ready and willing to use English at any

time and in any situation.
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What is the most effective way to hone their English skills? Two practices stand
out: to regularly give small tests; and to correct their mistakes. While it takes a huge
amount of time and energy, without constant testing it would be almost impossible for
us to expect students to gain a thorough knowledge of English. Some teachers tend to
use more convenient materials, such as English TV programs and videos. Students are
often delighted by such and mistakenly believe that they can understand the content
because of the fascinating power of the images contained therein. But students tend to
forget the content of the programs. Such a teaching style is fruitless.

Thirdly, professional teachers should stay constantly enthusiastic about improving
their English. Making English a solid tool for communication in international
situations is something like rowing a boat upstream. Even to maintain our present
practical English ability requires constant effort. Otherwise what we know would
soon be forgotten through lack of use. Students often come to my office to seek advice
about studying abroad or preparing for official English tests, such as TOEFL or STEP.
My advice is, “Sincerely attempt any kind of public English test, for it will have an
impact on your life in other positive ways, as you do not have sufficient time to enjoy
alcohol, watch TV and play around in your daily life.”

Lastly, the first and foremost quality of a professional English teacher is a warm-
hearted personality. We should never be pompous, arrogant and short-tempered with
slow students and with those who make mistakes in English. After all, English is a
foreign language, and it is only too natural to make mistakes. It is very easy to create
diffident students but much more difficult to undo their diffidence. All it takes is to
criticize any student three times in front of his peers, and he will retreat into his shell
never to reappear.

Professional teachers should always be on their guard to make sure they never do
that. It is worse than original sin!

The English language is fascinating, and a professional English teacher is a

fortunate occupation. It is a great pleasure to encounter a truly professional teacher.
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1. “In particular a teacher should endeavor to inspire their students’ innate ability to
learn English and to cultivate students’ insight into humanity.”
ZAUE, BRI HI L OFMTIZIERICHE L WARE T AN, HEERNCR S THAI &I, 25H 5N
ERERNET, BENICIE BEHLHTHEEEZISIAEL., hZHMBEL. RuEERD
FJTEDTHITHIETLEIMN o

2. " ..professional teachers should stay constantly enthusiastic about improving their
English....”
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3. “..the first and foremost quality of a professional English teacher is a warm hearted
personarity. We should never be pompous, arrogant and short-tempered with slow
students and with those who make mistakes in English....”
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BN RFICHARL, E#HEGAT<NDIDOLEEMEL THETOT, KEIREL
THEET,

S 3. Hello, Sir

We currently have our summer break in New Zealand so I have only been checking
my e-mails once a week.  School resumes here at the end of January and I will most
certainly keep my eye out for potential courses and let you know of any that may be
of interest.

In the recent article, I particularly liked your comment about teachers who use
videos /| DVDs as educational tools. Whilst there is certainly a place for such tools,
all too often they are used lazily and lull students into a false sense of security about
their learning. I believe that videos /| DVDs should be specific to a particular aspect of
language and should only be shown once the students have mastered the grammar/
syntax. Once they have understood it, and are able to produce it themselves, zhen
they can watch a video/DVD for assistance with pronunciation.

Interestingly, a Japanese friend learnt a lot of his English from movies but he did
this by copying out endless amounts of dialogue and studying the grammar, the
vocabulary, and the context. I doubt that many teachers use films in this productive
way.

Have a very happy new year. I would very much like to read any further articles
that you might like to send to me...if you will please excuse my delayed replies over
the New Zealand holiday season.

Kindest regards and best of luck for your marathon - you are a braver man than me!

s 4. My apologies for writing to you in English. My Japanese is very poor. I am a
high school teacher English teacher in New Zealand. I have read two of your articles
on English teaching on the Asahi website and agree with several of your points. I
particularly agree with your suggestion that other languages should be made available
to Japanese high school students: in particular, Mandarin Chinese and Korean, but also
Spanish, French, Arabic etc.

I would also agree that too many ALTs and eikaiwa (native conversation teachers)

in Japan are young, inexperienced post-graduates. I worked in an ‘eikaiwa’ (School)
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for two years in Japan and I noticed that ALTs and conversation school te achers
were obviously not employed to teach English in a meaningful way. Rather, they are
employed so that Japanese students will have some contact with foreigners. As long
as this attitude remains, Japanese students will struggle with English.

As you rightly say, if Japan is serious about language education, it will need to
employ real teachers. However, Japan would need to give those teachers more
freedom to teach; to offer better pay and working conditions; and to focus more on
spoken English. This might mean equal emphasis on speaking and writing, instead
of just listening and reading. If Japan wants to attract real teachers, it should follow
the model of Hong Kong, or of international schools (which insist on trained teachers,
rather than just B.A.Graduates). 1 would very much like to return to Japan to teach,
but there are few opportunities for qualified teachers.

I also agree with you that Japan has not really needed English as much as other
Asian countries. This is because Japan’s economy is strong and successful. However,
Japan is in some danger of falling behind countries like China, Korea, and India. Like
the United States and the United Kingdom, Japan might be getting over-confident.
Over-confidence often results in laziness.

Here in New Zealand, I teach many Korean and Chinese students who are studying
three or four languages. Within ten years, these students will either return to Korea
or China, or stay in New Zealand to set up international businesses with Korea and
China. They will have big advantages over countries like England, the United States,
and Japan, whose lack of foreign-language skills will limit them.

Anyway, my apologies again for not addressing you in Japanese but thank you for
your interesting articles in the Asahi Shimbun, and for the opportunity to respond.
(Avondale College Auckland New Zealand)

s 4. 1 have recently been made aware of a couple articles that you wrote in the
Asahi Shinbun. I'm glad to see that there are fellow academics in Japan who are
thinking critically about the situation of teaching English there. First, by way of
introducing myself, I teach courses in Japanese language and culture at Thompson
Rivers University here in Canada, and lived, studied, and worked in Japan until 2001.

I was recently the co-organizer of the Japan Studies Association of Canada conference
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here as well which brought together over 100 presenters who spoke on topics related

to Japan, including Japan (see http://www.tru.ca/jsac2006/).

I agree that language education needs reform in Japan. However, your assertion in
particular about native speakers staying in Japan too long and speaking differently
as a result is unfortunately utter nonsense (as is the suggestion of hiring retirees). At
another recent conference here in Montreal, I asked colleagues in Canada who teach
Japanese about their thoughts. Approximately 1/2 of the university level Japanese
instructors here are Japanese (mostly long-term immigrants), and the other half are
Canadian. The response was the same as mine. Ability to speak, teach a language
effectively, and use of their native tongue in the classroom, not to mention teaching
techniques are not hampered by length of time spent in their country of immigration.

The general consensus was one of outrage that such a preposterous notion would
be made. Of course there are “rotten apples” - teachers that do not deserve to be
in the classroom amongst the foreign teachers there in Japan, just as there are with
teachers of Japanese teachers of Japanese here. If I were to suggest that being out of
one’s home country for 10 or more years made a teacher less capable to my Japanese
colleagues in Canada (some of whom have been teaching for 10-20 or more years), I
would be rightly condemned. In fact, there is no empirical or research evidence to
even remotely support the claim. If I might, I suggest the problems in Japan revolve
around much different issues than those regarding native-speaker teachers there. I see
it in much different terms:

1) The over-importance and use of English in entrance exams, where the language
is seen as a barrier to entrance, rather than a means of communication. English
language education in Japan would benefit greatly if language aspects of these
exams were dropped altogether.

2) The use of dated an ineffective teaching techniques by many older Japanese
professors. I've seen some pretty dull and tedious examples, but in this regard I will
say that over the years there have been some improvements.

3) Short-term overseas training programs for Japanese students. These are
unfortunately a waste of time and money for students who participate as the length
of time is far too short to achieve real goals and students tend to view them as

extended holidays. It would be much better to arrange a larger number of year-long
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study abroad programs with reciprocating universities, and to ensure that adequate

credit-transfer was available to the Japanese students so they would graduate

with their peers (I've worked with students from Japanese universities here, and
understand the problems they face in this).

On a related note from the Canadian perspective, universities that view exchange
students from overseas as a supplement to their programs in Japan are of no interest
to us, as we want our students to be immersed in a Japanese learning environment
there, not to be walking tape-recorders for English language classrooms in Japan
which does not benefit our students, and related to this open discrimination that we
have seen from previous partners which we have cut that only were willing to accept
“white” students from Canada which obviously doesn’t fit with Canada’s multicultural
background, and which is blatantly discriminatory.

4) Weakness in the Japanese education system as a whole where students are in
university to play, not study.

5) Cultural issues whereby many Japanese residents, instructors, and students see
English as a novelty or curiosity, rather than a language through which to achieve
genuine intellectual exchange.

These comments are of course specific to Japan, and touch on a few thoughts I have
on an important issue in Japan. Canada of course has its own set of issues of training,
but those are a separate topic altogether. Best of luck in working towards equitable,
and changes with substance that benefit Japan’s youth. Feel free to comment or reply
to any of my thoughts as expressed in this message.

I would have written this in Japanese, but unfortunately the email program I have

at work doesn’t render Japanese characters, it only can read them.
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