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Current Issues in English Education at Bunkyo
University Shonan Campus

Masato Takahashi, Julian Bamford

Abstract

The current government initiative on English education has reached the stage of specific
directives, including some for universities. We believe that the 2003 Ministry of Education Action Plan
to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities, and the 2004 Tokyo Forum on the same subject, can give
guidance to those of us responsible for English education and the English ability of students at Bunkyo
University. Part 1 of this article summarizes aspects of the 2003 Action Plan relevant to universities.
Part 2 reports aspects of the 2004 Forum related to English skills desired by Japanese companies. Part
3 contains our suggestions for how the Ministry directives and employer needs might be successfully
addressed at Bunkyo University Shonan Campus. (To reflect the conclusions of this article, it is
presented here in both English and Japanese.)

“For children living in the 21st century, it is essential for them to acquire communication abilities in
English as a common international language.” Toyama Atsuko, Minister of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology, March 31, 2003
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Current Issues in English Education at Bunkyo
University Shonan Campus

Masato Takahashi, Julian Bamford

Abstract

The current government initiative on English education has reached the stage of specific
directives, including some for universities. We believe that the 2003 Ministry of Education Action Plan
to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities, and the 2004 Tokyo Forum on the same subject, can give
guidance to those of us responsible for English education and the English ability of students at Bunkyo
University. Part 1 of this article summarizes aspects of the 2003 Action Plan relevant to universities.
Part 2 reports aspects of the 2004 Forum related to English skills desired by Japanese companies. Part
3 contains our suggestions for how the Ministry directives and employer needs might be successfully
addressed at Bunkyo University Shonan Campus. (To reflect the conclusions of this article, it is
presented here in both English and Japanese.)

“For children living in the 21st century, it is essential for them to acquire communication abilities in
English as a common international language.” Toyama Atsuko, Minister of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology, March 31, 2003

Introduction: Can Bunkyo University be a Language Education Pioneer?

Times are changing. The modern world demands practical, communicative language ability and the
Ministry of Education is working to meet this need. In truth, however, there is much uncertainty about how to
reach the goal of Japanese with English abilities. For example, what does “practical” and “communicative”
mean for English ability? It is clear to us that it does not mean the ability to slowly translate difficult written
English into Japanese with the aid of a dictionary. It means the ability to express one’s thoughts in real time, in
speech or writing, and to directly understand the spoken and written thoughts of others without having to use a
bilingual dictionary.

Here at Bunkyo University Shonan Campus, we have a chance to be pioneers in university language
education. Ministry research funds are available. (1) If we are able to transform our campus into an effective
English learning environment, it will strengthen us as an educational institution and add to our campus identity.
How can Bunkyo be a pioneer? In this article, we make some suggestions after looking at the Ministry of

Education directives and the stated needs of employees for graduates with English ability.
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Part 1: The 2003 MEXT* Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities,
as applying to universities. (2)
[*MEXT = Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science & Technology (Monkasho)]

The MEXT plan includes three aspects directly related to universities:
I Target abilities for university graduates
Il University entrance requirements

I Practical research into university English education

I Target Abilities for University Graduates

The plan calls for senior high school graduates who can communicate in English on topics relating to daily
life. The attainment target is pre-second level or second level of the STEP test. University graduates should be
able to use English in their work, but unlike senior high schools, no attainment target is specified. Each

university should establish their own attainment targets.

I University Entrance Requirements

Universities should improve their evaluation systems for selecting applicants, bearing in mind that
university entrance exams affect teaching methods and student motivation and desire for learning.
Communication abilities, including listening and speaking, should be appropriately evaluated. The level of
English required of applicants should be based on the attainment targets for English ability that have been
established by the university.

Specifically, using listening tests or external proficiency examinations (STEP, TOEFL, TOEIC, University

of Cambridge ESOL examinations) is encouraged for entrance examinations.

Il Practical Research into University English Education

Practical research relating to English education at universities is being promoted, particularly concrete
models for teaching work-related English. “Such models will deal with improvements to the contents of
subjects, the structuring of a system for cooperation between universities, ways of training teachers, and other

matters.”
Of the three aspects of the Action Plan that are related to universities, the most basic is that universities
must set their own attainment targets. The 2004 MEXT Forum, reported below, gave information that can help

us do this for Bunkyo University Shonan Campus.

Part 2: The 2004 MEXT Japanese with English Abilities Forum, and its suggestions
for university graduate attainment targets

On March 28th, 2004, MEXT held a one-day forum in Tokyo on Japanese with English Abilities. Concrete

information was given about English ability expected by employers.
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In his keynote address, Kotaro Kitashiro of IBM Japan talked about the English ability of IBM employees.
For reading English-language documents or books, and for writing emails in English, English reading and
writing proficiency are necessary. More than these, however, the ability to speak English fluently and express
one’s ideas is crucial. IBM Japan has begun using the TOEIC test as an entrance examination. The average
score of applicants is 630 (34% over 630; 66% under 630).

Kitashiro made another interesting point. He noticed that his Chinese employees usually speak English
better than Japanese employees. Asking them where they learned English, he was surprised when they said,
“We learned English only in China. We’ve never been abroad to learn English.”

Later, a panel of company representatives spoke about the English proficiency of university graduates.
English is now the global language of business. The panelists stressed that all university graduates need English
ability, even graduates of non-elite universities, who are less likely to work for global companies. This is
because English is now an important asset even in non-global companies. If employees can’t communicate in
English, it can mean lost opportunities for a company.

Like IBM’s Kitashiro, the panel suggested TOEIC as a preferred test of English, saying it is desirable for a
university graduate to have a TOEIC score of 600. For someone wishing to work in an overseas branch, the
TOEIC score should be 730.

The panel made one crucial qualification, however. They noted that graduates with adequate TOEIC scores
tend not to be fluent or able to express their ideas in English. An ideal candidate for a company has both a
sufficient TOEIC score AND equivalent fluency and confidence. For this reason, Fujitsu has added a speaking
test, as TOEIC scores didn’t measure how fluently an employee could speak English.

The conclusions to be drawn for university English education and its attainment targets are clear. English
education must first of all develop oral fluency and confidence in students. A university like Bunkyo should aim
for its graduates to have real English ability reflected by a TOEIC score of 600. The relatively few students
aiming to work abroad or in global companies should aim for the ability shown by a score of 730. Kitashiro’s
comments about Chinese employees suggest that these results can be achieved without study abroad.

All this is helpful information when we set English achievement targets at Bunkyo University Shonan

Campus, and makes plans to achieve them. This is the subject of Part II1.
Part 3: English Learning at Bunkyo University Shonan Campus
Various conclusions can be drawn from the MEXT Action Plan and Forum. These are ours.

I We should think of English ability as skill, not knowledge.

MEXT calls for universities to prepare students to use English at work. As IBM’s Kitashiro points out, this
means, above all, the ability to speak English fluently and express one’s ideas. We therefore think that Bunkyo’s
English classes should focus on these oral abilities. Only the few students aiming for higher-intermediate level
should be taught the reading of English-language documents or books, and writing emails in English. The goal
in such higher-level classes should be real-time proficiency in English reading and writing, not slow, dictionary-
based English to Japanese translation.

To achieve practical oral communication ability, students need more than speaking and listening practice.
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They need to master the basic 2000 English words and phrases necessary for expressing yourself and
understanding others. Students should not learn words from vocabulary lists, however. They should meet and
use the words in real communicative contexts in and out of the classroom, not only with native-speaking
teachers, but with non-native-speaking teachers and other students. In this way, students acquire words naturally

through using them, without the stress of memorization.

I We should decide suitable attainment targets.

MEXT calls for universities to decide their own attainment targets. Based upon the kinds of companies that
Bunkyo students apply for, and the information given by the Forum panel of company representatives, we think
that students graduating from Bunkyo should have an intermediate level of fluency and confidence reflected by a
TOEIC score of 600. They should also have the option of taking this ability to the high-intermediate level
reflected by a TOEIC 730 score.

These targets cannot be attained in a short time. Students and teachers should think of TOEIC 600 as a
natural result of four years contact with English, during which students gradually master basic communicative

ability.

I We should think of English ability, not test scores.

As the Forum company panel made clear, a TOEIC score isn’t enough. The English ability reflected by
that score is what companies need. We must therefore not ‘teach the TOEIC’ or encourage students to cram for
higher scores. We and students must consider the test simply as a measure. Our classes should ONLY focus on

real English communication and mastery of basic words. There should be no TOEIC preparation classes.

IV We should make English part of campus life, and research out-of-class learning.

English fluency with sufficient vocabulary takes hundreds of hours to develop, so students need to do more
than go to English classes to become fluent. Students are also unique individuals, with different interests
(computers; gaming; travel; TV; movies; music; sport; journalism; world events; fashion) and learning styles. To
fit these realities, we think that the Shonan Campus should have a variety of facilities to encourage and help
students to learn and practice English outside class.

When students arrive every day on campus, English should be there. It should seem omnipresent, available,
and fun. There should be attractive English learning materials —books, tapes, classes, answers to questions—
easily available, and easy to use. There should be counseling for students who want ideas for how to learn new
words and practice their English. There should be places for students to go and practice speaking English with
each other. Those places should be accessible and lively.

English should be one of the working languages of the campus. If the campus is a bilingual environment,
with signs and instructions in both English and Japanese, students cannot fail to contact English or fail to
acquire it. English will simply be out there, in the air, without bothering students. Students will, without
thought or effort, be using, practicing, learning, and becoming comfortable with it.

MEXT encourages and supports research into effective practical English education. Until now, there has
been little research into extracurricular opportunities for using and learning English. We suggest that Bunkyo

applies for research grants in this area.
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V' We should reform English entrance examinations.

In line with Ministry recommendations, we should allow applicants to use a TOEIC, TOEIC or STEP test
score as part of their application. We should avoid making judgments based on a simple score, however.
Applicants who have taken these exams more than once should be encouraged to submit all their scores, as these
would give us a more comprehensive picture of their English ability, improvement, and even enthusiasm. We
should usually pay greater attention to the listening section score, which is a better test of communicative skill
than the written section score. We should also consider giving applicants a speaking test, to discourage their
cramming to increase test scores.

We also recommend that Bunkyo University does research into developing comprehensive listening tests.

If they include items that test grammar and vocabulary, they would make reading, writing and speaking tests
unnecessary. Such revolutionary tests could be used for entrance examinations—both at Bunkyo and sold to
other universities. They could also be used as placement or progress tests by teachers in their university English

classes.

Conclusion

At this time, English seems an exotic and difficult skill to most university students, staff and teachers. The
suggestions in this article can gradually change that. They would also position Bunkyo as a leader in making a
society whose members can use both Japanese and English with confidence. Some students will meet the new
English expectations easily; other will need a lot of help. But all can succeed more or less, and with little effort,
in making English a natural part of their lives.

It is our hope that the Shonan Campus serves students, teachers, staff and the wider local community. By
adding effective English education to what the university presently offers, Bunkyo University would become a
stronger magnet in the local area. The campus would attract local schools seeking educational partnerships, and
local businesses and citizens eager to make use of the extra-curricular English facilities and environment. In this

way, Bunkyo University Shonan Campus would become a truly 21st Century university.

Footnotes

(1) For information on research grants, see the MEXT Gendaiteki Kyoiku Needs Torikumishien Program
website (Japanese language)

<http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/koutou/kaikaku/needs.htm>

(2) For the full text of the Action Plan in English, see <http://www.mext.go.jp/english/topics/03072801.htm>
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