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Open Seminar
“Important Reminders in Teaching English to Elementary School Children”

Message from Professor Kasuya

On March 12, 2016, we invited Professor Kyoko Kasuya from Tokyo Gakugei
University to our open seminar. She spoke about the important topic of elementary
school English education in Japan, and provided us with some important reminders and
caveats in teaching English to elementary school children. We decided to offer an
English translation of the gist of her talk in the hope of sharing her insights with
English-speaking volunteer teachers and ALTs (Assistant English Teachers) in
Kanagawa.

(Summarized by Yoshiaki Ehara; Translated by Thoa Nguyen)

1. Understand what it means when “Language is being used”

Using language is defined as being able to choose the appropriate words, follow
common grammar rules, and pronounce sounds intelligibly, in order to send and receive
messages to and from another person. Learners are not merely reproducing expressions and
phrases that they have memorized, but they are expressing their own ideas and thoughts.
Thus, in elementary school English classroom activities as well, teachers need to consider

whether or not they are promoting real language use in their lessons.
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2. Understand the new Course of Study
Starting in April of 2020, the new Course of Study for elementary school will come into
effect. Third and fourth graders will take part in “Foreign Language Activities” for at least
35 hours a week. Fifth and sixth graders will study “Elementary School Foreign Language”
as a subject for at least 70 hours a week. With regard to the actual curriculum design, we can
assume a combination of so-called short “English modules,” along with full 45-minute
classes. Although it is difficult, it’s necessary to create an educational plan that is consistent

according to educational goals.

3. Visualizing the essence of language (image of concentric circles)

If we use concentric circles to show the essence of language, the innermost circle would
be “Speaker’s thoughts and feelings”, the center circle would be “Sounds”, and the
outermost circle would be “Letters”. The point here is whether or not these three things —
“Speaker’s thoughts and feelings”, “Sounds”, and “Letters” — are consistent with each
other. Consider this example. For an English activity, a student picks a color card, the teacher
asks the question, “What color do you like?” and the student answers, “I like yellow.” Does
the question, “What color do you like?” truly serve its purpose as a question that the teacher
asks because she wants to know the answer, or is it merely a cue for eliciting the answer, “I
like yellow”? In most cases, the use of English in classroom activities belongs to the latter.
This is why teachers need to consider the connection between “Speaker’s thoughts and
feelings”, “Sounds”, and “Letters” in order to truly have real communication in the

classroom.

Speaker's thoughts
& feelings

~ Sounds

/— Letters

The Essence of Language
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4. Respect the learner
To respect the learner is to give them a better learning opportunity. The following six
points are important to ensure this:

(1) It takes time to be able to speak English. Teachers should not expect students to instantly
be able to produce language through mechanical drilling, memorizing, and “doing”.
Rather, teachers should consider what their students want to say and then create
opportunities for them to get used to speaking in English through interaction with their
peers and the teacher.

(2) Beware of the dangers of “make-believe communication”. This is when students are
forced to say things they don’t want to say or is deviant from the truth. For example, a
student picks a yellow color card so he/she has to say “I like yellow” even if he/she does
not like the color yellow.

(3) Don’t spoon-feed students too much information. Give them a chance to show their
ability to make inferences and learn by themselves.

(4) Don’t praise students when they couldn’t do a task. Your students deserve to be evaluated
accurately. Praise what students have done well. Don’t praise what they have not done
well but instead, offer advice or feedback for next time.

(5) As a connection to their future, don’t expose students to language (sounds, phrases, and
grammar) that they will have to forget in order to relearn it properly in junior high
school.

(6) In order for students to be able to adapt to the junior high school academic learning style,
elementary school teachers should adopt a “double helix” approach. Namely, combine
the learning of rules of English sentence structures with learning through communicative
tasks.

5. Respect the language
In order to respect the language, teachers should consider the following five points:

(1) Use it with care: Pay attention to the sound changes in English, specifically the individual
sounds and speed, when speaking.

(2) Follow the rules: Try to ensure that the input learners are exposed to is as accurate as
possible.

(3) Observe the natural sounds of English: Keep in mind that there are some materials such as
chants which often pronounce English unnaturally and incorrectly. Thus, it might be better
to make use of materials such as English songs, which include more natural and correct

English sounds.
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(4) Make sure students accumulate a good set of “grammatical sounds” when they graduate
elementary school: When students formally start learning grammar in junior high school,
they will be at an advantage if they have the English expressions as sounds in their head.
In elementary school, sounds should come first.

(5) Don’t turn language into a toy: Teachers have a tendency to use decontextualized games
and mechanical exercises to practice language. However, this tendency usually turns

language into a toy.

6. Plan ahead for junior high school

Learners come from a world of English sounds in elementary school into a world of
English letters when they reach junior high school. That’s why it is the responsibility of the
elementary school teachers to lead students through this transition. In addition, they should
give students opportunities to use English in the classroom. They should also find a good
balance between using the textbook and doing supplementary communicative activities that
are based on the textbook. It is our hope that by teaching the basics of English as a language
in elementary school, elementary school teachers can lay the foundation of an English

education system that is consistent from elementary all the way through university.

I felt that the underlying message behind Kasuya-sensei’s lecture is that, if teachers simply
teach language without the insight on what it means for humans to use language in order to
communicate, then our teaching would go in the wrong direction. Throughout the entire
elementary school curriculum, the key to making elementary school English a valuable
experience is for teachers and students to understand the importance of language as a tool for

communicating our thoughts and intentions.
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