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   Barry Keith, Harry Meyer, & Terry Dassow 

 

 

 

Welcome! to the 26
th

 edition of Speakeasy. As 

the expression goes, “Good things come to 

those who wait.” Or, to steal the words of Kwai 

Chang Caine, “Thanks for your patience, 

Grasshoppers.” 

   After a three-year hiatus in the wake of 

the Tohoku Earthquake, it is a pleasure to 

publish the 26
th
 edition of the Speakeasy. 

Readers of past editions will see that it is 

reborn in design and in spirit. In addition to 

papers, you will find creative works inspired 

by the lives of second language teachers and 

learners.  

   The work done by teachers in Gunma the 

past few years is reflective of the diversity 

found in each classroom. As much as Japan 

has retained a solid cultural cohesion, the 

students who come to our English classrooms 

have different needs, motivation, and 

aptitudes. The efforts of many language 

teachers are based on the premise of 

engaging the unique strengths of each 

student to bridge the divide between where 

they are when we first meet them and where 

they want to be. No one approach will 

guarantee easy language acquisition.   

   This year’s Speakeasy contains a variety of 

interesting routes we might take to connect  

students with language so they can proudly 

state that English is their second language. 

Akiko Fujii reports on fluency in L2 writing 

and the importance of providing quality 

feedback to teach students how to organize 

their ideas in English. In the second paper, 

David Gann shows us how to engage 

students in critical thinking through a blended 

learning environment and Anna Husson 

Isozaki examines the advantages of linking 

listening with reading. 

   While the edition you hold in your hand is 

the fruit of a collaborative effort, special 

thanks go to Terry Dassow for the design of 

the webpage and the printed edition. This 

edition is truly a reflection of Terry’s 

dedication, vision and hard work. Many 

thanks also to Co-Editor Harry Meyer for 

reading the papers and proofreading. And 

finally, a show of gratitude to John Larson, 

without whose guidance and steady hand this 

would have not been possible.  

   We look forward to receiving your 

contributions to Speakeasy in the coming 

year. 
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This volume, we asked our readers and Gunma JALT members to respond to our first ever poll. 

Responses ranged from the importance of encouragement to uses of formative assessment. 

Add your voice to our next poll! Join the Gunma JALT Facebook group or get on the mailing list 

to get linked to next volume’s question. If there is a topic you’d like to see in the next Speakeasy, 

send us an email GunmaJALT+Speakeasy@gmail.com. Keep up the good work everyone! 

 

What fresh insight did you take 

from your classroom experience in the  

2013-2014 school year? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“It is obvious that the amount of exposure to 

English matters a lot for students' acquisition of 

English. And Course of Study says English should 

be taught in English in principle at high school 

level. JTEs are concerned too much about their 

ability of English, and as a result, their focus 

seems to become using English instead of 

teaching English.” 

“This year I updated my tri-annual student  

survey with some new questions. One of  

the new questions was “I am a ___ student.” The 

results were shocking. In April, first- year students 

identified themselves as Good (50%), Fun (25%), 

or Interesting (10%) students. In July the same 

students identified themselves as Horrible (40%), 

Okay (25%) and Bad (10%). From their behavior 

in class, I never could have guessed that there 

was such a huge drop in self-esteem.” 

“Even if they are typically quiet during class,  

I learned that all my students want to do is  

talk to each other. The act of communication 

is more important than the language or their  

skill level. With enthusiastic encouragement or 

suggested topics, all students can gain 

confidence in their ability to use English. They 

also begin to relate to one another as learners 

because we openly reflect on how no one speaks 

perfectly, not students with high grades, those 

who have lived abroad, not even me.” 

“I learned that routines are not things to  

let go. If they are important enough to start, 

students should see the teacher do everything 

they can to keep them. The more the teacher 

makes an effort, the more the students will  

make an effort to keep these routines.” 

 

Community Voices 
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Writing Fluency - A Case of Ten Minutes 

Timed Writing  

By Akiko Fujii 

 

Aim 

The purpose of this paper is to report on both the process of participation in a Writing fluency 

project and the results of a study of writing fluency. 

The Writing Fluency Project, conducted by Dr. Gregory Shudlt of Kobe University in 2011, 

was a project in which novice teacher-researchers learned how to conduct a small-scale study 

and collaborate on working with colleagues through a Moodle site. This author joined the 

project and conducted a small study in my writing classes in which I researched writing fluency.   

     

Case Study: Bonzo (2009) 

The project started with the reading of an open-source book in a small-scale study and an article 

about writing fluency. The article ‘To Assign a Topic or Not: Observing Fluency and Complexity in 

Intermediate Foreign Language Writing’ (Bonzo 2009) was selected by Dr. Shudlt. 

Bonzo (2009) examined participants’ written texts in a German language class in the U.S. It 

focused on writing fluency, and compared teacher-assigned topic writing and self-selected topic 

writing during a timed, in-class writing activity. The result of the study showed that participants 

wrote more fluently when they selected their own topic. And the participants made more 

grammatically complex sentences, which were measured with a general complexity score.  

In the Writing Fluency Project, we researchers followed Bonzo’s (2009) study and 

compared the fluency index between teacher-assigned topic writing and self-selected topic 

writing. The purpose of this study was to allow novice researchers an opportunity to conduct a 

small-scale study, and allow them to manage the small amount of data that was generated 

effectively—in addition, it was also a benefit for the researchers to conduct a timed in-class 

writing activity to determine how many words the participants could write during the activity, 

since writing fluency was important as well as writing accuracy.   

 

Participants 

This study was designed as a quasi-experiment and its participants were solely from my writing 

class. Although one of the project’s main purposes was to make teachers work together, I could 

not find anyone to collaborate with, since I taught Japanese as a second language while all 

teachers except me, taught English as a second language in Japan. The project was designed for  

a small study and my situation made the study smaller.  Thirteen students participated in it.   
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They signed an agreement to join in the study. 

The participants studied Japanese at a language school in Japan at the time of the  

research. Twelve participants were from China and their mother tongue was Chinese. One  

student was from Peru and her mother tongue was Spanish. Two of them had experience 

working after having graduated from college in their respective countries. Nine of them had 

completed bachelor’s degrees before coming to Japan. In addition, two participants had just 

finished high school before coming to Japan. All of them had studied Japanese for about six 

months to a year in their respective countries and studied Japanese in Japan for a year. Although 

they studied in an advanced class at the language school, some of them could not speak 

Japanese well when they participated in the research. 

 

Setting 

A timed in-class writing activity, in this case study a ten-minute-writing activity, was utilized from 

that introduced in Nation (2008). Koprowski (2013) also introduced the activity including how to 

conduct the activity step-by-step. He suggested that a teacher would select a topic in 

preparation and give participants time to discuss the topic before writing. However, since my 

study was to compare fluency index between teacher-assigned topic writing and self-selected 

topic writing, I conducted a ten-minute-writing activity differently, as shown in Table 1 below. 

First, I did not give participants time to discuss any topics before writing. I assigned this 

activity at the beginning of each lesson, as I did not want to influence their writings. Second, I 

gave a selected topic in only two of the four writing sessions. Third, I gave participants time to 

discuss what they wrote after writing in a small group. I also asked participants to answer 

questionnaires after writing. And finally, after four sessions, I interviewed each participant 

separately. I recorded all the interviews and transcribed each text.  

 

Table 1 

Schedule and Content of Study 

 
1

st
 session 

(June 18, 2012) 

2
nd

 session  

(July 2, 2012) 

3
rd

 session  

(July 5, 2012) 

4
th
 session 

(July 9, 2012) 

Topic Teacher-selected 

topic: Life after 

school is finished 

self-selected 

topics  

Teacher-selected 

topic: My 

favorite time 

self-selected 

topics 

Post 

Activity 

Post- 

questionnaires 

discussion 

Post- 

questionnaires 

discussion  

Post- 

questionnaires 

discussion  

Post- 

questionnaires 

discussion  

Interviews   
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Results 

Some teacher-researchers of the project (e.g. Leblanc and Fujieda, 2013, and Sowter and Parrish, 

2013) succeeded in their studies and published their results accordingly. They concluded that 

writing with self-selected topics gave participants more fluency than teacher-selected topics as 

Bonzo (2009) reported. 

However, the result of my study was not the same. The total number of letters of each text 

and idea units (IU), in which I divided a sentence with each verb and adjective, were calculated. 

(e.g. kanojoga dekita’ato/jibunwa on’nanokokorowo hontouni shitteinai/tojikkanshita. In this 

example, there were three verbs and it was counted three units). There was no statistical 

difference between writing with self-selected topics and teacher-selected topics. Some 

participants wrote more when they were given a topic. And some participants even mentioned 

that they liked to write with teacher-selected topics.  

 

Table 2 

Result of Writings by The Participants 

Session 1
st
 session 2

nd
 session 3

rd
 session 4

th
 session 

Content 
Teacher- 

selected topic 

Self-selected 

topics 

Teacher- 

selected topic 

Self-selected 

topics 

Mean of total Japanese 

characters 
192.5 187.2 204.3 176.6 

Mean of total IU 10.3 9.2 9.5 7.5 

 

Due to the difference in findings between this research and fellow teacher’s research, I 

reviewed the collected data again. 

Some participants mentioned that they could not write as fast as they expected because 

they struggled to find suitable words or correct structures. Other participants mentioned that 

they needed time to think about what to write. They mentioned that there was no difference 

between writing with self-selected topics and teacher-selected topics, and that they always had a 

hard time to plan to write even in a ten-minute timed writing task. 

I realized that the former were fast writers and the latter were slow writers. As I 

compared the writings and the discussion data, I found that in a discussion some participants 

told the whole story which they had planned but they did not finish writing. Even in a ten-minute 

timed writing task, some participants made a plan what to write, but they could not finish writing. 

While fast writers were able to write all they planned to write, slow writers were unable to finish 

writing. Although some slow writers were unable to think about what to write, which probably 

meant that they were real slow writers, other slow writers knew what to write. They were unable 
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to imagine what they were able to write in ten minutes and they always had too many things to 

write at once. 

The extract which follows is a part of a transcript from a discussion between participant 

C and F. Participant C had a plan to write about girls around him, though he did not finish writing. 

And the most important thing was that he could not write anything about Ms.X, whom he 

thought was the most interesting subject to write about.   

 

Discussion  

Nation (2008) suggests that a teacher should respond to the content of a student’s writing after 

a ten-minute-writing activity. It is very clear that teachers should not ignore what students write 

even in a time-limited writing activity. Even if the purpose of the activity is to improve writing 

fluency, the content should be focused on, because meaningful writing is very important to 

achieve writing complexity. (E.g. Homstad and Thorson2000) 

  Leblanc and Fujieda (2013) quoted a student’s comment from post-questionnaires of 

time-limited writing activities as saying that they could not write smoothly if they did not have 

 

 

Participant C: Although he thought he was a slow writer, he was an average writer in class. He 

had many things that he wished to write, so he could never finish writing within 

the allotted ten-minutes. 

Participant D: She was a slow writer. She needed time to think and write. However, she knew 

what to write. 

Participant E: She was a slow writer. She always struggled to plan about what to write and to 

write with Chinese characters.  
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Participant A: He was the fastest writer in class. He always wrote all that he wanted to write in 

the allotted ten-minutes. He wrote longer with self-selected topics. On the 

other hand, he was a slow speaker. He always tried to speak correctly and he 

could not make fast responses. 

Participant B: She always wrote very fast. As she had little to say, her writings were very 

short.   

 

Examples of Fast Writers 

 

Examples of Slow Writers 

 

Figure 1. Examples of fast writers. 

 

Figure 2. Examples of slow writers. 
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Figure 3. Transcript from a discussion between participant C and F  

 

enough vocabulary. Although some participants in my study had a similar problem, they did not 

complain about their lack of vocabulary, but that they did not have enough time to write.  

 As some participants could not finish writing what they planned to write and they felt 

they wrote slowly, it is suggested that they should be taught how to organize their ideas for such 

an activity. Because they never finished writing a whole idea in a limited time, they could not feel 

that they wrote meaningfully. Moreover, those participants planned to take an entrance exam at  

a university in Japan, and it was a disadvantage for them not to be able to plan to write their 

 

C:  eee-watashi wa on'na toiumono wa nandesyouka //to kakimashita.  [I wrote about 

what women were.] 

F:  //o, on'na no ko wa nan'no monodesuka//    [Oh, what girls were.] 

C:  //soudesu// [Yes] 

F:  //soudesu [Yes]                             

C:  mukashi wa on'na no koto wa zenzen kangaeteinainode:: eee- kanojoga dekita::ra//       

[I never thought about women before, but after I got a girlfriend, ] 

F:  //un, hai  [Yes] 

C:  jaeee- dandan jibunwa::zenzen on'na no kotowa shiranakattato::kanjimashita.          

[I realized that I had not known about women.] 

F:  soudesuka. Omoshiroidesune.jaa, tusguwa G san// [I see. It is interesting. Okay, next, 

Ms. G.] 

C:  //attodene. madaowaranaiyo（laugh） [Later. I don’t finish yet.] 

F:  tuduketekudasai.  [Please continue.] 

C:  jittsuwa ichiban kakitaino::wa G san no koto::// [Actually, I wished to write about Ms. G 

the most.] 

F:  //ooh::// 

C:  //G san wa karadagachiisakute:: ◦demokokorogatsuyoitoomoimasu◦//  [Although Ms. 

G is a tiny person physically, I think she is very strong psychologically.] 

F:  //huun, aa,soudesuyone//  [Yes, that’s true.] 

C:  //sonote de:::ichiban kakitainode:: ichibankakitainoga:::jikanganainode::: [I wanted write 

about that the most, though I didn’t have time to finish writing.] 

*// spoke simultaneously 

◦ low voice 

:: pause 

[ ] English translation  

 

Transcript from a discussion between participant C and F 

 

9 



 

 Speakeasy Journal : Volume 26, August 2014 

 

ideas in a limited time.    

 Of course, it was also important to write letters, especially Chinese characters, as fast as  

possible, but the key to improving their writing fluency was to know how to organize ideas which  

would be fitted in a short writing task. Furthermore, when they are able to write meaningfully, 

they will achieve writing complexity. 

 

Conclusion  

In this small-scale study, I found that students sometimes struggled to find ideas to fit into a time  

limited writing task. Although it sounded excellent that a second language learner could write 

longer, it was not good that they never finished their writing activities in class. Indeed, a learner  

should consider the purpose of a writing activity, the content, and the structure of writing which 

would be suitable for the activity in class.  

In conclusion, it is important to teach how to plan and write a whole idea in a limited 

time. Even in a ten minute-writing activity, some learners can find a suitable idea for the activity 

and write as they planned. While such a learner may feel confidence to write smoothly, I believe 

that other learners will be able to improve their writing skill and become fluent writers if they are 

given proper instruction.  

 

  Akiko Fuji teaches Japanese as a second language at Tokyo University of Social 

Welfare as a part-time lecturer. Her interests include discourse analysis and lifelong 

learning. You can contact her at January10100@gmail.com. 
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Clippings of Kanji 
By Terry Dassow 

 

 

 

 

 

In hallways stacked like blocks 

Japanese teens  

trade wordless half-thoughts 

beneath the words mo iiyo. 

 

—freedom— 

whistles in window cracks 

from Akagi and Myogi, 

cracking the white noise 

 

A chime. 

Youth salute teachers, stand, sit, 

open textbooks, break pencil lead 

in neat rows of close-quartered desks. 

 

Weightless characters drift upwards. 

Chunks of words 

get caught in oscillating fans  

positioned above pencil cases, name tags,  

pericura, clear files, and barrettes. 

 

Clippings of kanji fall from the static.  

Someone takes apart a pen. 

Students exchange glances. 

Letters appear along dark strands of hair. 

—three years— 

attempts a futile escape to  

mountain ranges beyond the glass. 

 

The teacher jerks around. 

 

Beads of salt drag across  

foreheads, arms, backs.  

Teens crouch over notebooks, 

pull silence over themselves, 

take apart another pen. 

 

A chime. 

Bits of fallen sentences  

drift across the floor. 

Haruna winds stretch palms 

pick up static, split letters, and punctuation 

to offer to the children. 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Terry Dassow teaches English at Tsukasawa Junior High School in Takasaki. Her poetry has appeared in AJET Connect 

Magazine and she is a co-founder of Gunma Poets Guild. She recently became the web and design editor of Speakeasy 

Journal and manages the teaching site ALT+ALT Scene at http://altscene.wordpress.com. 

Poetry 
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Critical Thinking Instruction in a Blended 

Learning Environment 

  By David Gann 

 

In 2008, I began introducing content into first and second-year conversation and reading classes 

aimed at fostering the development of critical thinking skills. In this article, I briefly describe how a 

blended learning approach transformed classrooms into dynamic and fun experiential learning 

spaces. 

Initially, integrating content aimed at teaching general critical thinking skills led to a strain 

on class time. With only ninety minutes a week, teacher-fronted presentation of content via 

explicit instruction left insufficient time for students to engage in conversation and complete 

language learning tasks. Also, students had difficulty with the triple cognitive load of (1) 

understanding the abstract principles of critical thinking; (2) parsing the meta-language through 

which those principles were conveyed; and (3) applying critical thinking skills to readings or other 

media involving social issues. This was predictable in light of Schmidt’s observation that “control 

processing associated with novice behavior cannot be carried out concurrently with other 

demanding tasks” (1990: 136). I found myself between two contradictory truisms: first, that what is 

needed in the classroom is not more but less teacher-talk; and second, that regrettably, critical 

thinking instruction involves just that: instruction. This was the impetus behind the creation of 

Critically Minded Podcast: Critical Thinking for Second Language Learners, (http://criticallyminded. 

com) which Nicholas Bufton and I began co-producing in 2010.  

The podcast solved the aforementioned problems in several ways. For our purposes here, 

it relocated explicit instruction as out-of-class mobile learning and thereby reserved more class 

time for student-student communication. Podcasting also allowed us to offer carefully expressed 

quality instruction designed the way we considered appropriate and which we found unavailable 

in commercial textbooks for English learners. Specifically, we avoided an issues-based approach 

by teaching critical thinking skills through simple and expressly non-sociopolitical examples. Thus, 

by controlling the nature and quality of our content as well as the space in which that content was 

delivered, cognitive load was minimized.  

 When we introduced the podcast, Bufton and I were very much focused on piloting its 

implementation and monitoring student response. After smoothing out the technical and 

logistical wrinkles; however, we were able to step back and see that moving explicit instruction out 

of the classroom had affected the class holistically. Shifting from a traditional to a blended 

learning approach has required maintaining students’ sense that the podcasted content is  
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relevant to what occurs in class. 

 Accordingly, the class is no longer a partitioned space but rather includes a new “third 

space” (Godwin-Jones 2005: 17) where podcast delivered content overlaps with students’ 

emergent ability to notice and apply certain lexical devices associated with either written or 

spoken argumentative form (such as premise indicators, conclusion indicators, major and minor 

premise indicators, issue indicators etc.). Schmidt explains how “noticing is the necessary and 

sufficient condition for converting input to intake” (1990: 129). In my revised pedagogy, Schmidt’s 

noticing is scaffolded through the course of four cumulative stages.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Stages of Critically-Minded Blended Learning 

 

In short, podcast content flows into in-class small-group discussion and notebook 

presentation at which time the advantages of face-to-face communication can be exploited. In 

addition to building a sense of classroom community, these discussions in turn prepare students 

for text reconstruction exercises, which reinforce the noticing of the salient textual features 

discussed in each podcast. Working from the precept that “task demands are powerful 

determinants of what is noticed” (Schmidt 1990: 143), these exercises are performed in pairs or 

triads. Students are tasked to orally mediate a successful completion of the exercises in terms of 

premises and conclusions. Text reconstruction exercises have been an indispensable method for 

replicating successes detailed in (Gutierrez 2006) and (Mercer 1996). 

In stage four, students begin group project-work relevant to their field of study, for 

example regional policy, business, or English literature. Depending on the course and the nature 

of the project, students use a blend of two means of communicating and working on-line. At the 

Forums of the Critically Minded blog, students can post their work in discussion threads. They can 

also comment on the work of other students. In addition, if, after posting their work, other 

students’ work leads them to reconsider their own contribution, they can reenter their post in edit 

mode and continue working. This format allows some exchange of ideas but is suited more for 

individual work.  

 

 

Stages of Critically-Minded Blended Learning 
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Social constructivist theory, has guided me towards working more with on-line 

documents such as a Google Doc or Primary Pad. Primary Pad has two features that make it very 

useful for assessing group work. Like a Google Doc it contains a chat area and students are 

directed to engage in a/synchronous collaborative communication. Primary Pad users are 

assigned a text color so any composition in the work area can be attributed to the group 

member who did that work. Furthermore, Primary Pad features a time slider, so the teacher can 

view the history of the composition. The immediacy of chat encourages communication that 

closely approximates face-to-face communication (Thorne 2005: 374). Also, some students who 

are reticent to speak out during small-group discussion feel less inhibited in a chat context 

(Warschauer 1997: 473). Asynchronous text communication also has advantages over both 

face-to-face communication and text chat. It “provides time for reflection” (Garrison et al. 2000: 

90) and “is very closely associated with careful and critical thinking” (90).  

It is important to note that although the figure above appears to show a linear path, a 

more complete illustration would show a cyclical pattern. At the same time students begin stage 

three or four, the next podcast episode introducing new content is assigned. Stage four therefore 

is not a culmination of the entire term. It is begun during the second month and is revisited 

successively as students build a community of inquiry (Garrison 2000) and develop individual 

critical competence.  

This blended learning approach has blurred the line between in-class and out-of-class 

learning. The podcast, which initially resembled an annex, has come to be an integral component 

of the course. This was accomplished not by an increased emphasis of the podcast itself, but by 

the development of a four-stage process predicated on the need of holistic balance. The ratio of 

teacher-fronted instruction time to pair work and small-group discussion time has been 

dramatically inverted. During my presentation at the Kusatsu Conference this year, I presented 

examples of students’ application of the aforementioned textual features that demonstrate how 

effective this pedagogy has been in converting input into intake. As a result of the demands of 

developing the technical end of this curriculum the second stage of small-group discussion has 

hitherto received the least attention. In future terms, I plan to develop materials that will activate 

vocabulary and provide a more guided approach to the discussions in order to provide support 

for the students who most need it.  

 

 

   David Gann composed this article shortly after co-presenting with with Nicholas 

Bufton on the morning of August 25
th
, 2013 at the Gunma JALT 24

th
 Annual 

Workshop at Kusatsu. David has been teaching in Japan since 1996 and is an 

Assistant Professor at Tokyo University of Science. He holds a M.A. in English  
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Literature and recently completed a second M.A. in Educational Technologies and 

TESOL at the University of Manchester. He is the coordinator of the Critical Thinking 

SIG and the co-producer of Critically Minded Podcast. His main interests include 

critical thinking instruction, CALL and learner autonomy. You can contact him at 

david@criticallyminded.com.  
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The Gas-Mask 
By John Larson 

 

On my way to school yesterday, I saw that they had decided to demolish the old laundromat near 

my station. They had one of those demolition machines with the scissor beak attached to the 

industrial arm. I saw the guy in the sealed control booth had this gas-mask on. And that 

immediately concerned me because here I was just walking past without any protection, sucking 

in whatever he was kicking up. However, I later reasoned that he probably had the mask on 

because he was in that environment constantly, day after day, year after year, and that by just 

briefly walking by I was in no real danger. 

 

At school, we process boys and girls, round off their sharp edges, make them into people. We 

take in awkward pieces of humanity and turn out thinking members of society. To accomplish this 

we encourage, we love, we praise. We also coax, we threaten, we punish. 

 

What happens to those of us who are trapped in this stone tumbler day after day, year after year? 

Where do all these joys crystallize? How far have all these malignant fibers woven into our 

subconscious? Who of us knows how to protect ourselves? When have we breathed enough to 

make any protection useless? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  John Larson teaches English at Isesaki High School and is the man who pulls it all together as President of Gunma JALT. 

As a student, he wrote as a columnist for his high school and college campus newspapers. His love of language inspires 

him to help students take ownership of language, engaging them in a dynamic literacy study based on self expression.

Creative Nonfiction 
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Listen: New research informing EFL 

reading comprehension 

   By Anna Husson Isozaki 

 

All EFL instructors know the difference between English decoded or “deciphered” aloud (Kanatani, 

2014) by learners without a sense of the pronunciation expected and the rhythm and stress 

required, versus fluent communicative oral reading. This difference is one which often shows 

whether the students understand what they are reading, or not. John Fanselow, professor 

emeritus of Teacher’s College, Columbia University, comments that he can instantly see if learners 

understand what they are saying, or reading aloud, by watching their body language; overly-still 

hands or lack of congruent expressions betray that someone is “reciting” rather than speaking in 

English (Fanselow, 1992, p. 118, 122; Fanselow, 2014). Similarly, when we listen to reading aloud by 

our learners, we can usually guess if it is done with or without comprehension (see also Wolf, 2008, 

p.123).   

 More reading work is, unsurprisingly, usually the first recommendation to improve 

reading skills and comprehension, but EFL learners in Japan face particular challenges which 

sometimes hamper the effectiveness of this approach. Japanese and English are almost as far 

apart as two human languages can be (Pinker, 1994, p.111) and while many languages’ written 

forms are easily decodable, English is at the far end of the spectrum of difficulty (Ziegler & 

Goswami, 2006, p.430). While children from other L1 settings can often easily decode new words 

in their L1, English L1 readers tend to need more time (Wolf, 2008, p.152). We know also that 

English is a stress-timed language, and much of what is communicated comes through prosody in 

its delivery (Whalley & Hansen, 2006). Furthermore, much of that communicative information is 

not visible in the written form of English (Whalley & Hansen, 2006, p.299).  

 What can concerned teachers of EFL, with limited class time, do to help students over 

the hump from decoding toward fluent, comprehending, unimpeded reading? Fortunately, there 

has been significant progress in research within the last decade. Some the findings are initially 

surprising. 

 Catherine Walter ’s (2008) research shows decisively that, at least in alphabetical 

languages, words both heard and read briefly enter working memory in audio form to search for 

a match, also held in audio form, in long term memory. She writes: “L1 readers of these languages 

do not mentally see what they have just read: They hear it” (Walter, 2008, p. 458). A match-up, 

when found, is the “light bulb” moment – comprehension. Misheard, mispronounced or misread 

words are like wrong numbers punched into a cash machine; unable to connect to the bank (long 

term memory), and unable to complete a transaction (reach comprehension). Walter ’s 
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suggestions are for bolstering listening skills in EFL students to support the development of their 

reading, and she lists a number of strategies to consider, including simultaneous listening and 

reading, as with graded readers with audio (Walter, 2008, p.470). 

       Consensus among researchers since Goswami and Bryant (1990) has been that 

phonological skills underpin reading development and the case has been strengthening ever 

since (Ziegler & Goswami, 2006; see also Wolf, 2008, p.117), with increasing attention to prosodic 

sensitivity (Magne & Brock, 2012; Whalley & Hansen, 2006). In Japan, Meredith Stephens (2011a, 

2011b) has been calling for instructors to put this knowledge into practice: “Exposure to prosody 

in the form of aural input, before learning to read may help students develop reading 

comprehension more efficiently” (2011b, p. 71), also suggesting in the ELT Journal:  

Simultaneous listening and reading are clearly of benefit to all L2 learners, but this 

practice may be especially suited to learners whose L1 is distant from English.... Extensive 

reading materials should thus be used in tandem with audio recordings.... EFL students 

should be encouraged to listen... before they read and while they are reading. (Stephens, 

2011a, pp. 312-313) 

 

       In Taiwan, relevant experimental research has been producing valuable evidence for the 

EFL classroom (Chang, 2009, 2011; Chang & Millett, 2014). In a recent study, university learners 

tried graded reader stories in three conditions: reading only, listening only, and reading and 

listening together. The results were clear, with the strongest improvements in listening 

comprehension and fluency from reading and listening together (Chang & Millett, 2014). This 

follows on an earlier study which showed dramatic improvements in vocabulary acquisition for 

high school students who combined listening and reading (Chang, 2011).  

 While those experiments tested primarily for growth in listening comprehension, parallel 

experiments could be promising. Mentally, we hear words as we read or write them in our L1, and 

as we become competent in reading new languages, we listen to an inner voice in those as well. 

Probably the most prominent proponent of extensive reading, Dr. Rob Waring, recommends an 

extensive reading library be a collection of loanable books-and-audio sets (Waring, 2003). With 

more research now to back our developing practice, it would be interesting to see future 

investigations following Walter ’s and Stephens’ suggestions and examining how proactively 

integrating listening into reading projects may influence, and likely benefit, learners’ reading 

comprehension and fluency.  

   

  Anna Husson Isozaki teaches reading and listening, journalism, and media studies 

part-time at Gunma Prefectural Women's University. Her research interests include: L2 

literacy acquisition, media, and learner collaboration and critical thinking in the L2 

classroom. She can be contacted at anna-isozaki@nifty.com. 
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