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Let’s speak English: A survey of Japanese university students’ use of the L2 in oral
communication courses
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Introduction

Communicative approaches to second language teaching became widespread from the 1980’s, in
response to the limitations of traditional models of teaching, such as the Audio-Lingual Method and
Grammar-Translation Method, which placed little emphasis on real-life communication (Krashen,
1982; Richards, 2006). Current discourse appears to be entering a ‘post-methods’ era, moving away
from the adoption of a single, strictly defined approach to teaching and learning, and instead there is
an increasing recognition of the need for a “coexistence of various approaches and methods with the
focus on context requirements” (Didenko & Pichugova, 2016, p. 4). Nevertheless, current prominent

approaches to language instruction, such as Communicative Language Teaching, Task-Based Language
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Teaching, and Content and Language Integrated Learning, are embedded in an understanding,
supported by dominant theories of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), that proficiency is best
facilitated when learners actively engage in and with the second language (Pinter, 2011).

As our understanding of SLA has developed, language education has seen major changes in terms of
teaching pedagogy, assessment practices, and teaching materials. “Lesson plans and classroom practices
have undergone changes as well, for instance, translation as an exercise type has disappeared completely
from classrooms” (Didenko & Pichugova, 2016, p. 4). Exposing students to a second language (L2),
and encouraging them to engage in that language is a feature of many contemporary language
classrooms across the world. This is reflected by the position of the American Council on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) - an organisation dedicated to the improvement and expansion of
language education in the United States, but which also has influence globally - that “language
educators and their students (should) use the target language as exclusively as possible (90% plus) at all
levels of instruction” (ACTFL, 2010, para. 1).

In order to assist students in their language learning, many have advocated the integration of instruction
in the use of Language Learning Strategies (LLS) in language classrooms (Chamot & Kupper, 1989;
Oxford, 2003; Tyacke, 1991). LLS, with its various definitions, can be defined broadly as “the conscious
thoughts and actions that learners take in order to achieve a learning goal” (Chamot, 2004, p. 14).
Educators and researchers involved in the field of language education have for many years been
interested in the behaviours and characteristics of effective language learners. While it is certainly not
the only variable to be proposed, the conscious and unconscious use of a variety of LLS is widely
considered to be vital for developing proficiency in a second language (Gholami, Abdorrahimzadeh, &
Behjat, 2014). While others have presented alternative taxonomies, perhaps the most comprehensive
and widely cited classification of LLS was presented by Oxford (1990). Oxford proposed that LLS could
be divided into six categories: Cognitive, metacognitive, memory-related, compensatory, affective, and
social strategies. LLS become part of a toolkit for learners, which help them to overcome barriers to

achieving specific communication goals (Feerch & Kasper, 1983).

The case of Japan

While communicative approaches to language learning, and the inclusion of strategy instruction may
be standard in many western educational systems, they are not the norm in Japan. Japan is a highly
developed country which ranks well in international measures of student performance in mathematics,
science, and reading (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2012). Despite
considerable financial investment and political support for English language education, it consistently
ranks poorly in international measures, ranking 35" on the English Proficiency Index, behind
economically emerging countries such as India, Indonesia and Vietnam (Education First, 2016). The
oral communication skills of students in Japan, even after six or more years of English education, is an
issue that has been raised by experts in education, business, and politics for some years, from both
within and outside of the country (Fukushima, 2016; Suzuki, 1999; Voigt, 2001).
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While sociocultural and affective factors should be acknowledged, the reality of language learning in
Japanese schools is of particular importance in this discussion. English classes in Japan predominantly
feature ‘traditional’ methods of teaching, including rote memorisation of vocabulary, grammar drills,
and translation exercises. It is not particularly common for students to be given opportunities to apply
their knowledge of vocabulary and grammar to real communication, nor are they given regular
instruction in the explicit skills and strategies needed to effectively communicate in a second language.
When students are involved in communication, it is often for the purposes of learning English
expressions, meaning they are forced to communicate information that has little interest or relevance
to them (Yanase & Koizumi, 2015).

In recent years the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has
committed to improving the communicative competence of students in Japan, although by its own
measures “sufficient improvement was not seen in the English abilities [in all four skills] in lower and
upper secondary schools” between 2011 and 2015 (MEXT, 2015, p. 1). While educators in Japan are
increasingly being trained in communicative approaches to language teaching, and while communicative
instruction and activities have increased in schools, they are often detached from the study of other
skills, and are often not given the same credence as the more ‘serious’ study of grammar and vocabulary
(Yamaoka, 2010).

Language learning is generally assessed through tests, where there is only one correct answer to any
problem, and as such engaging in the ‘messiness’ of communication can be daunting and foreign for
students (Yanase & Koizumi, 2015). Many teachers struggle to reconcile a desire to dedicate time to
oral communication, and a need to prepare students to pass standardised English examinations, which
generally focus on reading, listening, and writing. Such examinations are used for entry to high school
and universities, the selection of which can mean significant advantages for the future work prospects
of students (Nishino, 2009; Sakui, 2004; Yanase & Koizumi).

Courses which focus specifically on English oral communication skills are an increasingly common
and compulsory component of university study in Japan. Considering the experiences of English
learning at school, for many students, these courses may constitute the first time that they are expected
to communicate in English with their peers and teachers in a classroom setting. This can result in
challenges for educators in encouraging Japanese students’ to speak in the L2. The context of university
OC courses thus provides a perfect context for action research, as teachers attempt to understand and

solve the problems presented in their own classrooms.

The study

Six English Oral Communication courses taught across two public universities in western Japan
provided the context for this study. The courses were taught by a native English speaker (the author),
where communication was both the aim and method of learning. The teacher used the L2 exclusively,
and students were encouraged to use as much L2 as possible in a range of in-class speaking activities.

Each course began with three weeks of explicit instruction and practice applying a number of easy-to-
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implement compensatory LLS, which were referred to throughout the 15-week course. The course was
divided into six topics of everyday interest and relevance to university students in Japan. Each topic
covered two weeks of study, with the initial week dedicated to a variety of teacher-guided discussion
activities, including chat rotations, pair Q&A, and peer interviews. In the second week, students were
given a small amount of time for preparation, and then engaged in student-guided presentations,
where they were required to share information about a particular topic, and stimulate further unscripted

dialogue with their partners.

Students were regularly given opportunities to reflect informally on their use of the L2 throughout the
course, and were encouraged to use different strategies to help them remain as much as possible in the
L2. In the 13" week of the course, students were given a survey, allowing them to reflect formally on

their use of the L2, and their use of strategies to help them in their goals.

Quantitative survey data and demographic information of students (gender, year of study, major, etc.)
were entered into SPSS 20 statistical software package and where appropriate, totals, averages,
frequencies and percentages were calculated for each item in the survey. Chi-square tests were
conducted to reveal statistically significant differences between different groups of learners, and a
Spearman’s Rho Correlation test was applied to the scale data to reveal any significant differences
between TL use and strategy use. For both types of analysis, results were considered significant at the
p<0.05 level.

The aim of this study was to better understand the extent to which students sustained their use of
English in OC courses. In particular, the data collected aimed to answer the following research

questions:

* How much English (L2) do students use in Oral Communication classes?
°  Are there differences in L2 use between different groups or situations?

* What strategies do students use (and not use) to compensate for gaps in knowledge?
° Are there differences in strategy use between different groups of students?

* Isthere a correlation between L2 use and strategy use?

This study is a small-scale action research project. Action research in education is defined as research
conducted by teachers, which allows them “to study their own classrooms **- in order to better
understand them and be able to improve their quality” (Mertler, 2008, p. 4). The findings of this study
therefore are not representative of the whole population of university students in Japan. However, the
study may provide insights which may help other educators in Japan who are also interested in
increasing the level of L2 output by students.

Findings

Participants

The participants in the study were 165 Japanese university students in six OC classes across two public
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universities in western Japan (University A and University B). The participants included an even mix
of male (49%) and female (51%) students, who were both English-majors (48%) and non-English
majors (52%). The majority of the students were in the first year of their university studies (64%), with
the remainder made up of second year students (30%), and a small number of third and fourth year
students (3% each).

How much L2 do students use in oral communication classes?

There was wide variety in students’ reported use of the L2 in class. As seen in Figure 1, students reported
higher levels of L2 use in teacher-guided lessons compared to student-guided lessons. Lower levels of
L2 use were reported during other times when L2 use was not explicitly expected or when the teacher

was out of earshot.
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Figure 1. Participants’ reported use of L2 in oral communication courses, n=165
**Other times’ include before and after class, between explicit activities, and during preparation time
AUnsupervised refers to times when the teacher is not within earshot of the participant, perhaps at the

other side of the room, and/or talking to other students

Analysis of the survey data showed that there were no significant differences in L2 use between male
and female students, although differences were found for students depending on their year of study and
major. Students in the first year of study, and those whose major was not related to English, were more
likely to revert back to the L1, and reported significantly lower levels of L2 use during student-guided
communication activities, and when the teacher was not within earshot. Additionally, a positive
correlation was found between class size and students reversion to their L1, meaning that as class size

increased, students were more likely to revert back to Japanese during speaking tasks.
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What compensation strategies do students use to help sustain L2 use?

Allof the eight strategies introduced throughout the course were used by students during communication
activities, as illustrated in Figure 2. The most commonly used strategy was gesturing, followed by the
consultation of online apps, and dictionaries (which in all cases were electronic or online dictionaries).
Students were three times more likely to ask a classmate for assistance, than to ask the teacher. Almost

all students at one stage made a brief switch to the L1 in order to help them sustain their L2 conversation.
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Figure 2. Participants’ reported use of compensatory strategies in OC courses, n=165

Chi-square analyses showed statistically significant differences between some groups of students. First,
female students used more strategies more regularly compared to their male peers, particularly
consulting a dictionary, and asking the teacher for assistance. English majors were more likely to
consult apps, dictionaries, and to ask the teacher. Students in University A were more likely to ask the

teacher than those in University B. No correlation was found between strategy use and class size.

Is there a correlation between L2 use and strategy use?

A positive correlation was found between participants’ use of the L2 and their use of strategies. This
means that as students’ use of strategies increased, so did their reported use of English in class. In
particular, students’ use of circumlocution and asking the teacher were the major contributors to this
correlation. On the other hand, a positive correlation was seen between students’ reversion to the L1,
and their use of apps, asking classmates, and brief codeswitching as compensatory strategies. This
means that as students use of these strategies increased, so did the likelihood that they would revert

back to Japanese.
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Discussion

As described earlier, this particular course is divided into two distinct components, with each topic
composed of a teacher-guided lesson and a student-guided lesson. The results of this study showed that
the use of the L2 was used significantly more in the latter lesson. There are two possible explanations
for this. The first explanation has to do with the way in which the different tasks were assessed. Students
were explicitly assessed during student-guided activities, totaling 60% of their final grade. Teacher-
guided activities were assessed under ‘class participation’, with the overall grade being 20%. As such, it
appears that the weight of assessment might be a factor in students’ use of the L2. This is also supported
by the fact that when there was no expectation of assessment, or when the teacher was not within
earshot, L2 use decreased. This suggests that students, particularly non-English majors who show less
L2 use overall, are less influenced by an intrinsic motivation to improve their oral communication

skills, than an extrinsic motivation concerning their final grade.

A second explanation revolves around the nature of the course structure. Teacher-guided lessons were
dedicated to getting students talking about a broad topic, and they were exposed to a range of relevant
questions, sentence structures and vocabulary. When students moved to the central position in
communication activities, they were aware of the topic, and had some foundational content and
language knowledge that they could apply in their presentations. They were also given some time for

preparation, which may have given students a sense of security.

The correlation between strategy use and L2 use is to be expected as the wider literature on strategy use
attests. While students in this study who used strategies more often were more likely to use more L2,
this does not suggest a causal relationship. The higher level of both L2 use and strategy use is more
likely a cyclical relationship, reflective of the level of self-confidence some students have in using the
language, and their willingness to take risks. This is also shown in the increasing use of L2 in students
as they progress through their studies, noting that only English majors continue English study beyond
their first year.

Developing relationships with students may also be an important factor in encouraging students to feel
comfortable taking risks. Students at University A were more likely to engage in the risk-taking
behaviour of asking the teacher for assistance. It is well acknowledged in SLA theory that student-
teacher relationships play an important role in effective language teaching and learning (Dérnyei &
Ushioda, 2011). The findings of this study fit with this theory, because the researcher spends more time
at University A, a smaller institution where she is known to many of the students through other classes
and extracurricular activities. This has perhaps strengthened relationships and allowed for more risk-

taking behaviors among students at that university.

The role of L1 in the language classroom is much debated (see Ford, 2009 for a review of the debate in
the Japanese university context), and the use of L1 was permitted in this course as a means to an end.
However, this option is only available to students because their interlocutors share the same L1. This is

one of the main disadvantages of classroom-based foreign language learning. Almost all students at
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some point reverted briefly to the L1 during speaking activities in order to sustain their communication
in the L2. For the participants in this sample, a brief code-switch was strongly correlated to reversion
to the L1, meaning that the code-switch as a strategy to sustain L2 communication actually had the
reverse effect. This was also the case when students asked their peers, presumably in the L1, and when
they consulted apps and websites, which in all cases were those based in Japan for Japanese native

speakers.

Implications

The study has produced interesting findings that will influence the way in which OC courses are
approached by the teacher researcher in subsequent years. Firstly, more attention will be given to
considering issues of student motivation, which has been an underlying theme throughout the study.
It is not surprising that English majors appear to be more motivated, willing and able to use the L2 than
those who have not pursued a related field of study. Non-English majors must enroll in compulsory
courses as first year students, and then their English study generally ceases. To make the course itself
more relevant to students and their future careers, it may be worthwhile to include topics that are more

closely related to their own field of study.

One of the skills most lacking in Japanese students of English is their ability and confidence in speaking
in unplanned, spontaneous situations, and the major aim of this course was to give students some
experience in this area. However, it appears that students are able to produce more L2 after some
period of preparation. The challenge is how to strike a balance between preparation and spontaneity.
In the next academic year, students will be introduced to the differences between pre-planned and
spontaneous conversation, and be given more explicit instruction on how to deal with the latter.
Additionally, the amount of time given to students to prepare for their presentations will be decreased

throughout the term, to help them to gradually remove their reliance on the planning time.

The direct instruction on compensatory strategies is one aspect of the course that will remain, although
more attention will be given to how to ask classmates in the L2, and how to ask the teacher. It may also
be worthwhile to introduce students to L2-based smartphone apps, which may help to keep students in
the L2. For example, students may use a Voice Assistant program such as Siri to ask and find answers
to content questions in English. Completely prohibiting the use of the L1, particularly for non-English
majors, is not realistic in this context, and would probably bring only frustration for students, and for

the teacher trying to enforce such a rule.

Large classes, which are common in Japan, make the development of positive relationships and
classroom cultures more difficult, and thus promoting the use of the L2 can be challenging (Howard,
2008). It means that the teacher has less time to dedicate to talking to individual students, and getting
to know them on a personal level. There are times in a large class when the teacher cannot be within
earshot of all students, meaning they are regulated only by their own motivation to speak, which for
some students can be quite low, as has been seen. It is uncommon for educators to have an influence

on classroom policy decisions, such as class size, and so there is a need to consider ways to facilitate and
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observe the use of L2 by the students, within the realities of the classroom contexts.

While students were asked to informally think about their L2 use, and sometimes discuss this with a
partner, the survey used in this study proved to be an interesting tool for students, and they took some
time and effort to complete the survey. A similar type of reflective tool will be introduced by the teacher
as a part of each subsequent class. Students will be able to plot their L2 use, and check off strategies as
they use them, making them more conscious of their decisions. This will allow more objective data for
both teacher and student. A more even distribution of the final grade between teacher-guided and

student-guided lessons will also be considered.

Limitations

As is the nature of action research, this study was limited in its size and scope. Data were collected at
only one point in time, and it is likely that students’ use of the L2 was not constant throughout the
semester. Certainly there are more factors involved than just the use of strategies, and further research,
perhaps involving longitudinal and mixed-methods research design, would help to better understand
the issues that students and educators face in encouraging students in Japan to use the L2 in classroom

situations.

Conclusion

The aim of action research is to reflect critically on one’s own practices in order to improve teaching,
and ultimately student outcomes. The goal of this study was to consider the level of L2 use and strategy
use, as reported by the researchers’ students. A small-scale study saw 165 students from two Japanese
universities complete a quantitative questionnaire, reporting on their use of English, and their use of
communication strategies, in Oral Communication courses. The findings have presented several
different areas for contemplation in the planning, teaching, and assessment of the oral communication
courses taught by the researcher, as well as other educators who are trying to overcome the challenges

of encouraging and assisting university students in Japan to engage more in English.

The use of English in Oral Communication classes varied from student to student, with non-English
majors and first year students reporting lower levels of L2 use. L2 use also varied from task to task. It
appears that students used the L2 more during tasks which were explicitly linked to their final grade,
and in tasks where they were given some time for planning and preparation. The use of Language
Learning Strategies was connected in this study to higher levels of L2 use, although it is acknowledged
that this is likely a cyclical relationship. There is a strong case for introducing students to a range of
communication and compensation strategies to help them to overcome gaps in their language, although
care needs to be taken to ensure that students select and use the strategies effectively to meet their
communication goals. The challenge for educators is to balance students’ extrinsic motivation to pass
the course, with an intrinsic motivation to reach in-class communication goals. There is also a need to
balance students’ reliance on planning and preparation, with opportunities to engage in spontaneous

speaking activities which more closely mimic real-life, natural communication.
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