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   By John Larson 

Education is not a discipline normally 
associated with rapid change. In essence, 
schools have changed little from what they 
were a thousand years ago. And for good 
reason; standardized education has long 
been the backbone of our civilization, 
providing modern society with stability and 
uniformity. 
      In our lifetimes however, globalization 
and the rapid proliferation of digital 
technology have forced change upon every 
corner of civilization, including education. In 
Speakeasy Volume 29 several Gunma JALT 
members and friends tell their stories of 
boldly pushing English education in Japan 
forward into the future. 
      Saitama JALT Program Chair Fuad 
Olajuwon introduces some of the digital 
language learning tools available to teachers 
and students. He shows how these tools 
make efficient use of students’ and 
teachers’ time in today’s fast-paced world. 
      Gunma JALT Facilities Chair Hideto D. 
Harashima goes through some of the 
details of the oft-ignored area of English 
phonetics. Current pedagogy unfortunately  
neglects these fundamental and important 
pronunciation skills. This article gives 
concrete points on how to correct this. 
      Up-and-coming member Steve Ferrier 
reveals the results of his survey of 
elementary school teachers in Takasaki. He 
found that their new English curriculum was 
generally praised for being flexible while at 
the same time facilitating communication 

and continuity between schools. With 
English becoming an increasingly important 
part of elementary education, studies such 
as this are essential insights into the 
decisions made in the boardroom and their 
effects in the classroom. 
      Ikaho Summer Workshop presenter 
Antonija Cavcic shines light on the roots, 
and continued use of, Katakana-English in 
Japanese English education. Her 
examination of Meiji-era texts and modern-
day self-study books shows how precious 
little things have changed in the past 
hundred years. She shows how the lack of 
systematic pronunciation education in 
English education, students’ desire for quick 
and easy mastery, and the self-study 
publishing industry’s propensity to place 
profits over pedagogy perpetuate katakana 
use in English education in Japan. 
     This year’s Correspondence writer is 
frequent Gunma JALT attendee Aya 
Horigome; one of the rising stars of Gunma 
English education. She tells us of her life as 
a MA candidate at San Diego State 
University in sunny California.  
    Finally, Gunma JALT Program Chair 
Michele Steele shares snippets of her 
recent battle with cancer. Her story is both 
personal and powerful, and Speakeasy is 
overjoyed to be able to share it.  
     Speakeasy wouldn’t be possible without 
the community we have here at Gunma 
JALT. Thanks for being a part of it.  
Enjoy Speakeasy 29.  

Speakeasy Journal : Volume 29, 2017 

Pushing Forward

3



Duolingo, Clozemaster, and Other 
Media: Effective Supplements for 
Classroom Teaching? 

By Fuad Olajuwon 

Introduction 
When measuring the ability of students to learn and process language, various factors need 
to be in place. Classroom instruction is an essential part of this process, as educators can 
observe the activities of students and calibrate lessons to fit the needs of learners. However, 
if teaching mostly takes place in classrooms, there is a risk students will not continue to 
practice and incorporate the material acquired to achieve language proficiency. It is important 
for students not only to practice as much as possible but also for educators to guide 
students through these practices. Therefore, the usage of online learning tools supports the 
ability to self-study, where students can continue to practice language study outside of the 
classroom. Before introducing some of the tools needed to facilitate learning, we must 
understand how to use online applications in a way that is most useful for the learner, as 
well as measure the effectiveness of self-study methods. 

What is Self-Study 
To understand the efficacy of online language learning procedures, it is first important to 
understand self-study. Self-study methods can be used to learn information independently 
from an organized school setting. While its usage is mostly intended for independent study, it 
complements structured or “formal” education found in school settings (Cooper, 2003). In 
more traditional environments, responsibility rests among educators to create a series of 
plans, dates, and structures to facilitate the learning process. Self-study seeks to place more 
responsibility on the students, having educators attempt a more “hands-off” approach to 
learning ability (Armstrong, 2012).  
 Another common form of language study that focuses on more of a self-directed 
approach is self-accessed language learning (SALL). SALL practitioners create a learning 
environment where students have access to various materials while maintaining a high rate of 
autonomy. Through the usage of predetermined lesson content, educator based counseling, 
and online resources, students have the ability to individually configure the course curriculum 
(Klassen, et al. 1998). This idea is different from pure self-study, where learners are required 
to find material to study. Instead, SALL gives students a more traditional rubric to follow, while 
providing levels of individualistic autonomy. Like constructing a skyscraper, learners are given 
foundational tools to create learning modules tailored to their needs as long as the integrity 
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of the course rubric remains. This educational strategy utilizes key concepts of pacing, 
repetition and frequency of material, time management techniques, as well as personalized 
feedback from educators. 
 What is the significance of using these tools? SALL helps to create new patterns of 
learning. By using predetermined content from teachers while giving students more leeway to 
go about studying freely, it presents a new set of skills necessary for learners to create a 
personalized learning plan. This model strengthens the decision-making ability of students 
rather than allocating most choices to educators (Cotterall, et al. 1995). Having individuals 
study in a way that matches their learning style while following a predetermined rubric, can 
lead to more productive learning results. As long as there are sets of guidelines, growth in 
scholastic ability, regardless of field, is very likely (Cotterall, et al. 1995). This concept holds 
true in language instruction as well, giving the student the liberty to acquire proficiency using 
any strategy that works with their distinct learning style. 
 Lastly, the combination of independent study imperatives with SALL methodology 
can lead to measured results with motivated students. Both self-study and SALL have 
advantages and disadvantages that can complement each other if combined in a learning 
environment. For example, it is necessary to mention here that some students may not adapt 
well to these methodologies. For example, in some cultures, traditional educational methods 
are considered the gold standard in terms of instruction (Scollon and Scollon,1994). Relying 
exclusively on self-access language learning tools may prove to be cumbersome to learners 
who are used to traditional classroom settings. 

Autodidact Approach: Interactive Media 
When students initially approach the task of learning a language, traditional forms of study 
are common. These methods often come from textbooks and classroom instruction. While 
those tools can be effective, it’s important to address other means of study outside of the 
classroom (i.e. the capacity to use online-based programs). With the rise of the Internet, 
students have the ability to study the target language without having to rely on traditional 
methods. This concept works great within the framework of the autodidactic approach, as 
motivated students create lessons to their needs. Still, this system has drawbacks, as 
beginner-level students may have a tough time discerning what materials to use. Hence, it is 
important for educators to choose materials that can be measured, while at the same time 
fulfilling the SALL objectives. Programs such as Duolingo have the ability to do so. 
 Duolingo is an online language-learning module that is designed to educate 
students through the Internet. With over dozens of languages available to study, it has the 
option to learn English using a Japanese or Korean interface. This gives students and 
educators tools to keep the learning process fresh and new. Through online classrooms, 
educators have the ability to evaluate students outside of the classroom, ensuring that the 
assigned work gets finished promptly. While more traditional methods are effective in 
teaching languages, using systems that oversee the progress of students without physically 
setting foot in the classroom can create a higher level of learning efficacy. 

Speakeasy Journal: Volume 29, 2017 5



 One of the features of the software is the ability to conduct an online classroom. 
Teachers can use an assortment of different language lessons, with varying difficulty 
(Duolingo, 2011). Although learners are considered a part of the same online class, 
Duolingo provides a feeling of individuality and direct mentoring. Another strength is the 
diversity of material. Students have the opportunity to practice reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking through PC or smartphone. Most learners who commute by train or bus can make 
use of the software during those intervals. Educators can issue homework by individual 
lessons or by timeframe (i.e. 10 minutes of work). This setup works well for students, and so 
it can potentially prevent feelings of being overwhelmed. 
 This program has both advantages and disadvantages associated with the 
language-learning interface. The benefits of using such a system include the ability to 
practice daily. Duolingo keeps track of all progress made in the system and rewards users 
with streaks that monitor consecutive days of practice. This system works well within the 
learning process, as research supports the idea of absorbing small amounts of information 
consistently (Cepeda, et al. 2008). Referred to as the spacing effect, Duolingo encourages 
users to practice for less than an hour a day, while maintaining a daily regimen of language 
exposure. This type of regimented practice creates longer retention of material, as well as an 
increase in memory recall (Cepeda, et al. 2008). The program masks this idea through 
creating a game-like atmosphere, where users acquire points and can buy extra lessons 
through in-game currency. This paradigm creates an element of fun, which entices learners 
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to keep practicing the target language. 
 While the program contains many positive attributes that can help students, there 
are a few shortcomings. One flaw involves the level of difficulty. Duolingo benefits beginners 
and students with limited knowledge of the target language. Therefore, using this program for 
more advanced students isn’t feasible, except for perhaps solidifying basic foundational 
knowledge. More adept learners may lose interest in material that isn’t challenging enough. 
Translation miscues are also another factor to consider, as some of the L1 translations don’t 
always match. This situation causes frustration with some students, as they cannot 
understand the translated sentences effectively. The inability to connect with an actual 
language speaker is another disadvantage since the lack of live practice robs users of the 
ability to experience pitch, intonation, and a variety of speaking styles and forms of speech. 
 Another online program that is useful to students is Clozemaster. It helps learners 
grasp meaning and vocabulary through context, evaluating students on the ability to 
comprehend an array of different sentence patterns. Referred to as cloze testing, this method 
is used to help learners sift through language patterns and create a foundational 
understanding of the English lexicon (Hanzeli, 1977). This style of testing occurs when parts 
of sentences are removed, and students are asked to fill in the missing words or phrases.  
 The utilization of cloze testing requires students to understand meaning through a 
contextual framework, which is effective in evaluating the overall ability of L2 language 
knowledge (Taylor, 1953). Although Clozemaster boasts a large number of languages, this 
study only focuses on Japanese and Korean students looking to learn English. Practicing 
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with sentences is the way Clozemaster works, providing the user with multiple-choice 
questions to help guide the learning process. More advanced students have the opportunity 
to write the correct answer instead, increasing the challenge factor (Clozemaster, 2017). 
 The program has measurable barometers, as each section is broken down into sets 
of ten questions. After answering, then it is the end of a section. With over 100,000 
sentences, students have the ability to practice with many different sentence patterns.  Like 
Duolingo, this program is freeware, so it is easy for learners to register with the site and get 
started immediately. 

 Clozemaster requires students to understand how to read sentences within the 
appropriate context. This format aims to help students to build a solid vocabulary base. 
However, this program also has some drawbacks which educators need to be aware of 
should they choose to implement it. The next section will cover some of the aspects that 
help to showcase the efficacy of Clozemaster and how it applies to student language 
proficiency, as well as some of the shortcomings associated with the program. 
 Clozemaster also has several advantages and disadvantages that educators need to 
be aware of when administering this program to students. One positive aspect of 
Clozemaster is how well it supplements other materials. If students are looking to get extra 
reading and vocabulary practice, creating the habit of sifting through the higher-level material 
can be essential in building up skills in proficiency. Accessing both English content as well 
as L1 translations helps students link together words and patterns that solidify memory 
retention. Furthermore, another advantage of using this software is the measurability of 
progress. After students complete several rounds in the program, a percentage of overall 
completion appears at the end of the session, allowing learners to set goals and timed tasks 
to motivate the learning process. This feature ensures that students have a clear idea as to 
how much of the program they have completed, as well as how many words in context they 
have retained. By having quantifiable data at hand, learners may get a sense of extra 
motivation. 
 Despite having some desirable characteristics, it’s important to recognize where the 
program needs to improve. Similar to other online initiatives, users should get real-world 
practice. Learners who rely solely on Clozemaster and other online forms may miss out on 
organic trial-and-error, which is an essential skill in expressing oneself adequately. While this 
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program is a great tool for students, it isn’t as ergonomic for educators. Clozemaster is 
designed to be a standalone activity. Since there is no online classroom setting, teachers 
who want to utilize this software will have to trust that students are in fact practicing with the 
program, or manually take a record of progression by comparing the completion 
percentages between each class visit. While the task isn’t difficult, it can take up valuable 
class time. 
 Additionally, another shortcoming when using this software is the lack of clear and 
concise translations. While translation miscues seldom occur, some students may find some 
of the language content to be confusing. Nuance, syntax (whether the language is subject-
prominent or topic-prominent), and grammatical structures are a few examples as to how 
translations may become confusing. Certain scenarios are common in online-based content, 
especially if the program in question teaches an array of languages. When mistranslations 
occur it is important to notify the students that mishaps may occur, and that it is an anomaly 
in the software itself, rather than an error made by the student. Consequently, this will help 
learners mitigate the language curriculum with less apprehension, focusing on understanding 
the content as a whole. 
 Overall, programs such as Duolingo and Clozemaster are tools that aid learner 
retention and proficiency. These programs benefit students by giving them frequent practice. 
Regardless, students need to be made aware of the shortcomings of these programs. 
Students can strengthen their learning by availing themselves of these tools. The next section 
will cover some of the components that make up these online systems, as well as the 
significance of using such methods in language instruction.  In addition, the paper will cover 
some key educational processes in place that help scholars maximize the effectiveness of 
interactive media.  By understanding these processes, learners and educators can craft 
effective strategies to ensure language ability and understanding of vocabulary. 
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Educational Significance  
Online tools can facilitate language growth in the following ways: they help students learn 
outside the classroom, utilizing different learning methods, measuring the amount of material 
used, as well as increasing student confidence and enjoyment. Self-accessed language 
learning (SALL), cloze techniques, and the spaced repetition system are effective methods in 
creating new forms of language learning. As mentioned before, self-accessed language 
learning assists in creating higher learner autonomy. These are scalable objectives, as SALL 
promotes and encourages independence study initiatives by allowing students to be active 
receivers of information (Klassen, et al. 1998). Through this system, students have more 
control over their lesson arrangements as well as overall linguistic goals. This notion creates 
a sense of freedom in the learning approach, which is a more efficient way to study 
(Cotterall, 1995).  
 Not only do students have the ability to control variables within online tools like 
Duolingo and Clozemaster, the learning methods are also fully customizable. Within the SALL 
paradigm, learners can choose the level, content, and overall speed of their work, as long as 
educators approve it. This approach is beneficial to students since the initiative takes 
individual learning preferences into consideration (Gremmo & Riley, 1995; O’Malley & 
Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Wenden, 1991.) 
 Furthermore, incorporating such imperatives also increases student motivation. 
According to (Carter, 1999), using SALL methods helps to mitigate negative feelings towards 
language learning, bolsters autonomous achievement and promotes motivation. Educators 
need to have an understanding of SALL techniques, as well as an understanding of the 
levels of their students to ensure the programs work efficiently. Having a grasp of learner 
anxieties helps teachers create a more productive learning environment.  A combination of 
traditional classroom instruction and systems of interactive media is essential to learning a 
language. Although the role of the educator is just as important in this system, learners have 
to take more responsibility in the overall learning process. 
 Another factor is the role of spaced repetition, involving a spacing effect, which 
states that learning is more effective when spaced out at longer study intervals. This contrasts 
with binge-studying or cramming, ineffective compared to slowly memorizing material over 
an adequate timeframe (Greene, 1989). By spacing out learned content, students have a 
higher chance of recalling information. (Caple, 1996). 
 Duolingo uses the spaced repetition system, yielding positive results (Vesselinov, 
2012; Ye, 2014). After students used the program for several weeks, Duolingo demonstrated 
the efficacy of implementing such a methodology, as well as maintaining motivation. This 
system was especially effective for beginning level learners, as the interactive software tends 
to focus on establishing a basic understanding of grammar and vocabulary within a language 
(Vesselinov, 2012). Vesselinov further reported that the effectiveness of supplementing study 
with online tools in preparation to take the TOEFL examination. First, students would take the 
Duolingo English test and determine language proficiency scores. The findings from the 
study indicated the following: students who used Duolingo to supplement studying for the 
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test had significantly higher TOEIC scores than before (Ye, 2014). Therefore, spaced 
repetition and increased motivation were two important factors in increasing test performance. 
 Furthermore, such measures assist in developing the vocabulary and reading skills 
of students, suggesting that learners use prior knowledge to answer questions (Hanzeli, 
1977). Although cloze testing is a useful tool in the development of language capability, 
students need to have a certain level of experience in the language. Therefore, such testing 
strategies work well with intermediate and advanced level students, since the pool of 
linguistic knowledge is much higher. Still, beginners have the ability to use this software 
significantly but have to rely mostly on context clues (McCray, Gareth; Brunfaut, Tineke, 
2016). 
 Research concludes that advanced students engage in “higher-level processing,” 
using a broad range of contextual information and techniques to solve sets of linguistic 
questions (McCray, Gareth; Brunfaut, Tineke, 2016). Creating content based on mental 
modeling, incorporating new material, as well as implementing inference-based strategies are 
a few examples of how higher-level students decode language questions. This is in contrast 
to lower-level students, who use strategies such as word recognition, lexicology, and 
process of elimination to uncover solutions. This is observable by tracking the eye 
movements of learners. For example, lower-level students regularly glance at the word bank 
provided with the examination.  Secondly, lower-level students focus more on words 
immediately surrounding the blank, while higher-level students read the entire sentence. 
These observations demonstrate the different learning patterns both sets of students used to 
locate the answers. 
 Lastly, cloze testing helps formulate language patterns and sequences through 
context. These methods of evaluation provide learners with an increased sense of linguistic 
competency, enabling them to understand more obscure concepts behind language learning. 
Instead of teaching static parts of a language, such as memorizing grammatical tables and 
rules, cloze testing directs students to approach learning organically, relying on critical 
thinking procedures to interpret essential concepts (Hanzeli, 1977). Overall, cloze testing is 
an essential tool for learners to develop the necessary skills for learning a language. 
Furthermore, if such methods are supplemented by educators, as well as used on a 
consistent basis, there is a high chance for growth to occur. 

Conclusion 
As shown in this paper, a consistent and incremental program of language study is more 
effective than cramming. Studying both inside and outside the classroom provides the most 
practical way to achieve that aim. Practice outside the classroom can be accomplished 
through online programs that are measurable, motivating, and fun. By utilizing such 
programs, students have the opportunity to customize their lessons, thus addressing their 
personal needs and goals. This in turn incentivizes learning, creating a higher chance for 
students to continue practicing independently.  
 Online-based study materials use a series of different learning approaches to aid 
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learners in gaining proficiency. This case study explored a few of those methods to analyze 
the efficiency of using such tools. Self-accessed language learning (SALL) initiatives help 
students to modify lessons, catering to their specific needs and creating a holistic approach 
to language learning. Educators have the ability to monitor the progress of students using 
online media and digital classroom applications. These tools give learners the ability to 
improve language proficiency as well as more responsibility in the learning process. This 
idea contrasts with traditional systems like eikaiwa, where some students have less concrete 
reasons to study languages (Kubota, 2011). According to Kubota, class surveys found that 
some students engaged in eikaiwa were content with studying once a week, while others 
wanted to practice more outside the classroom. Therefore, incorporating SALL could serve 
students wanting extra instruction. When combined with other initiatives such as the spaced-
repetition system and cloze testing, online tools can play a critical role in student language 
development. 
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Wake Up, Kick Ass, Repeat 
A collection of Facebook posts by Michele Steele 

On February 24th 2016, long-time Gunma JALT officer, member, and friend Michele Steele 
was diagnosed with inoperable pancreatic cancer and was told she might not have long to 
live. Unsurprisingly to those who know her, she refused to accept that prognosis. After talking 
with numerous doctors and seeking second, third, fourth, and fifth opinions, she finally found 
a doctor willing to operate. Until that time, she had spared all but her closest friends and 
family the news that was, in essence, a death sentence. It was only when things started to 
look more hopeful that Michele decided to be more open about her experiences. As curator, 
I hope these selected Facebook posts will open a window into our friend’s life. 
- John Larson 

February 8 
I promised myself that as I began to beat the odds, I would become more vocal about my 
situation. I try to avoid reading the statistics because they’re grim, and I don’t want to be 
influenced by them. Also, they don’t reflect the effects of the stronger, new drugs that have 
been introduced in recent years. Still, I recall having read that something like 70% of the 
people with pancreatic cancer die within the first year. I’m here after just about a year, so I 
guess I have beaten some odds. 
 In the beginning, I was told that treatment options were chemotherapy, and in some 
cases, radiation and/or surgery. My first thought was, “I don’t much fancy the idea of 
someone cutting open my body and plunging their hands in.” Later I learned that surgery is 
the brass ring for pancreatic cancer patients. With surgery, the possibility exists that a person 
can be cancer free and can remain so indefinitely. 
 I was told from almost the start that I was inoperable. The first indication was the 
arterial involvement, a circumstance that keeps a majority of patients from a chance at 
surgery. I got a second opinion. And then a third. And this continued. I was told by a doctor 
at one of the major cancer centers in Tokyo at the conclusion of our visit that he would be 
surprised if I found a surgeon who would operate. I said something to the equivalent of, 
“Watch me,” before leaving his office. 
 I have always been determined, but also very humble. I’m aware of the enormity of 
the beast I’m up against. And yet I was never willing to take no for an answer. I had read of 
cases in which surgery was successful for patients widely deemed inoperable. I intended to 
survive, I just needed a surgeon who could help me. 
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 I thought hospital number 5 was going to be the winning ticket, and in some ways 
it was. The surgeon there who I thought was going to be able to operate, in the end, sent 
me to his mentor. The mentor, at hospital number six, turns out to be one of the few 
surgeons in the world who operate on patients that don’t meet the standard criteria for 
surgery. 
 On Monday I met the esteemed surgeon, and he found me to be a suitable 
candidate for surgery, despite the complicating factors. He seemed surprised that I’ve been 
working all this time and I told him proudly, “I only missed two days of work because of it.” 
 I know the risks, and I am aware that sometimes even after the surgery has started, 
it’s abruptly curtailed due to the discovery of previously undetected cancer cells. But at least 
I’m being given the opportunity, after a year of fighting for it, a year of enduring chemo at full 
strength, and along with it the loss of all my hair, most of the feeling in my fingers and feet, 
and the ability to move the muscles in my mouth or face. None of this matters (although it 
would be nice to have a few lashes to protect my eyes on a windy day), because, while 
chemo has taken its toll on me, it has not taken the strength of my will, and it has helped to 
take me closer to the operating table. 
 Some of you knew of my condition, some of you might have known nothing at all. 
But you have all been with me all along. The knowledge that I have caring friends who wish 
me well has helped me to keep going. Two days ago I got the green light. Surgery is ON. If 
all goes well, it will happen in a couple of weeks. 
 Let’s do this thing. 

February 13 
I met yesterday with one of the surgeons who will be doing the coil embolization today. He 
explained the procedure, which I had already read about, and which I really didn’t want to 
think about in too much detail. To help me in this endeavor, I asked if I could listen to music 
during the event. He said it was OK, but that there would be music coming from the 
speakers in the room. My friend, and steadfast ally in the trenches, looked at me with a sort 
of delight at this news and said, “There will be BGM.” 
 I told the doctor that I’d like to listen to the music I brought, if it would be OK. He 
asked what the music was, and asked what kind of music I listen to. 
 I hesitated, not knowing if he would know the band, also thinking the conversation 
was taking an awkward turn: “This artery has got to go, and by the way, what’s the latest 
lineup on your iTunes playlist?” 
 But then I figured it would be easier just to tell him, rather than try and think of a 
band or artist that is universally familiar. 
 “Pink Floyd,” I told him, and was surprised when he looked at me with a James 
Spader smile and said, “British Progressive Rock?” He went on to tell me that he had two of 
their albums, “The Wall, and...I forgot the title. It’s..” And then he formed his hands into a 
fairly accurate shape of a heart, as one might expect from a surgeon, and I said, “Oh, Atom 
Heart Mother.” 
 We were bonding already. I wanted to suggest we ditch the piped in background 
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music in the operating room and put Wish You Were Here on the speakers instead.  
 Down time alone in my room with Mozart’s Requiem in the headphones and I think 
I feel ready. Kick off is at 2 PM. 

February 21 
Just before I left the house I said to my younger son, who was studying on his bed for the 
term final exams, "Bye. Next time you see me I won't have cancer." Oh, how I hope that is 
true. Even as I said the words, my voice broke, and I cried and smiled my paralyzed smile 
all at once. 

February 23 
Last year when my mother was here we were on our way to the hospital in the early weeks 
after my diagnosis, and we were discussing my decision to tell only a very few people about 
my condition. She, it seemed, had told everyone she knew, and while this was somewhat 
incomprehensible to me, it was also OK with me. It was, after all, her experience as well, 
therefore her choice. 
 As I drove and we talked about the reasons I might or might not choose to share 
the information with others, she looked out the window of the car and said very softly, very 
tenderly, “Sometimes people just want to say your name.” 
 If, tomorrow, you just want to say my name, I won’t mind. 

February 25 
Doc feels sure he got it all. 

March 6  
When you're diagnosed with an illness like pancreatic cancer, you realize pretty quickly the 
absurdity of the notion of "killing time." Even so, I woke up just now thinking it was almost 
morning. I know the food here isn't great, but at least there is fruit and yogurt sometimes. My 
fast, which started last Friday, continues until Friday. When I looked at the clock on my iPod 
Touch just now, my immediate reaction was, "Oh, man! Only 11:30??!!" 

March 14  
This morning Dr. Miyazaki mentioned that he was finalizing a paper for publication - in 
English. He implied that it just needed going over. I was delighted to offer to read it for him, 
telling him I could look at the grammar and usage, but I wouldn’t likely understand the 
medical terminology. This was clearly just what he was hoping for, and I’m so pleased to be 
able to help this doctor in any way I can; this great surgeon who took on my case when no 
one else could, or would. 
 A little later, he and the junior surgeon came in to do a post-operative procedure. I 
had already asked if there would be drugs involved. Would I be sedated? No. 
 The procedure was not entirely painless, and this is perhaps an understatement, 
and, with closed eyes, at one point I blindly reached for the bedside railing so that I would 
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have something to grip. 
And suddenly I found that my hand was enclosed in his. Dr. Miyazaki held my hand while 
the junior surgeon completed the procedure, and it occurred to me that the warmth of his 
hand was far more comforting and soothing than any drug might have been. 
 
March 18  
Home at last. 

March 22  
I went to the movies with my mother and son 
and nearly wept with joy at the music and the 
dancing, and the thrill of being alive. La La 
Land. 

March 30  
I just received an email from the husband of 
my pen pal in the US, someone who has been battling pancreatic cancer for longer than I 
have, and who has been a great source of hope and encouragement. We were in regular 
correspondence when I was in the hospital, and it seemed she was feeling fine. I wrote to 
her yesterday, and woke up to a note from her husband who says she has died. She was 
54.  
 Once she wrote to me of her "mantra." It was: "Keep waking up each day, kick ass. 
Repeat.” I'm heartbroken. 

April 6 
Trying to fight the feeling of feeling like a sloth and remind myself that I'm still recovering 
from major surgery! I need to take a cue from Sonny, who wears his epic laziness with pride 
(and is now sleeping perilously close to the recently laundered clothes, possibly adding yet 
another item to the tasks I must eventually perform). 

April 14 
Last summer the nerve damage from the drugs I was on was intensifying and it was 
sometimes hard to feel the ground beneath my feet. My Birks were pretty worn down and 
hard to navigate. 
 I passed by a local shoe shop and saw some sandals in the window. They had 
cushioned soles and really looked comfortable, and they weren't expensive, but still, I 
couldn't help but think, "Hmm, it might be my last summer. Will I get much wear out of 
them?" 
 A few days later I went back to the shop. It was a mom and pop shop, it's been 
there for decades, and I noticed right away that the proprietor was smoking. Normally I 
wouldn't have minded, but in this instance, I was pretty taken aback. He came over to me 
holding his cigarette and I said in my head, "Whoa, Dude! I've got cancer!" 
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 I wore the shoes almost everyday from the next day on, until it started to get cold. 
And I think I'll get a lot of wear out of them this summer as well. Soon it will be getting warm 
enough. 

April 22 
Feeling so pleased to have eyelashes again. #keepinthedustout 

April 27  
Listening to Patti Smith on the way to work, I remember going to see her at the small venue 
in Tokyo last year, sitting right in front of the stage, seemingly conversing with Lenny through 
the constant eye contact we made. 
 It was, I thought, maybe a once-in-a-lifetime chance (I'm not really fond of the 
expression "bucket list"). And it was HARD to get there. Alone, extremely fatigued, legs like 
cement from the chemo-induced edema, trudging through Roppongi Station. I thought to go 
back, after I left, to pass along a note to her, but I was just too tired.  
 Listening this morning, remembering the strong connection I felt with her, reading 
"Just Kids." The years of written poetry, and then the discovery of the auditory power of her 
voice. I listened to that voice this morning, and I wept. The joy of seeing her in an intimate 
setting, the fierce determination I mustered to get there. I wept freely, even as I drove my car 
to work. 
 Oh, Patti. G-L-O-R-I-A. 

June 4 
I sat out on the veranda as the sun went down and I saw a crow in flight low in the sky, 
flying toward me, and finally right over my head. I closed my eyes and listened, and I could 
clearly hear the wings flapping, like a leather bellows. 
 I was sure I had heard a crow fly before, but in that moment I wondered. 

June 8 
It's so different today, from what it was last year at this time, when I knew the content of the 
upcoming unit in the TOEFL textbook, and dreaded it. Unit 3 is all about fraud, with a section 
about quacks exploiting people with life-threatening diseases. 
 The reading begins: "Do you have cancer? Have the doctors given you no hope? I 
can help you." 
 I DREADED teaching this unit! I can maintain a mean poker face in the diciest of 
conditions, but this seemed a tall order, even for me. Amazed that I managed it, kept a 
straight face, taught the unit, read the words out loud as an observer on the outside, never 
indicating how tortuous it was. 
 And here it is a year later. I'm teaching the same unit, and to that question, for now, 
anyway, I can answer "No." 
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June 14 
The Pink Floyd CD I ordered from Amazon for my doctor arrived yesterday. I know it's early, 
but when his birthday comes around in September, I'll be ready.  
 Last September when I was driving to meet a friend to carpool to Gunma JALT's 
annual Summer Workshop (shameless plug!), I had a vision of sorts. I heard a voice, or felt 
a spirit. Anyway, there was an overwhelming sensation that I was going to be OK. It was as 
though I was being told from another place, another level, "You are going to be OK." At this 
point I was still inoperable, still had very limited treatment options. I had to pull my car over, 
because I was crying with gratitude and felt obliged to acknowledge the message and 
gratefully accept it as truth. 
 I told my friend about it as we bunked in our room later. I said, "I'll never forget the 
date. September 3rd. The day I knew I would be OK." 
 After the the coil embolisation procedure, a week before surgery, the doctor was 
asking me about other prog rock bands I might like. I was all doped up, but I was curious 
about his knowledge of the music of that era. I said, "You're so young to know all those 
groups." He said, "I'm 52." Same as me. I asked when his birthday was. He might be 
surprised when he gets the CD to find that I remember, but I couldn't possibly forget. It's 
September 3rd. 

June 26 
Peaches! 

July 2 
When I was about 29, I travelled through some places in Europe, and when taking the train 
through the Spanish countryside, I noticed a man with his two young sons. The boys were 
looking out the window with sheer wonder, and the father was watching them with palpable 
joy. I felt immensely moved by the scene, and while, at the time, I never imagined I would 
have children, I thought if I DID ever have children, I would want to share that experience 
with them. 
 A few weeks ago my dearest friends in America asked me to take my sons and 
join them in Spain on their annual summer trip there. I heard myself saying, "Not this year, 
but someday." And I literally ached hearing myself say "someday," wondering if that day 
would really come. I called them back a little later and told them that I was going to try to 
make it happen. 
 I feel a bit sheepish about mentioning it, since several of my sweet friends from 
JALT got together and pitched in to surprise me with a gift to help me get back on my feet 
financially after my hospital stay. But I feel so full of gladness right now, so grateful to be 
able to share this experience with my sons. OK, I guess I can say "bucket list." And I want to 
urge my friends to think twice when saying "someday." We never know, not any of us, how 
many days are left to us. 
 I'm over the moon. We leave next Saturday. 
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July 5  
"Keep waking up each day. Kick ass. Repeat." Michelle H. 

July 6 
Feeling stronger everyday!! 

July 10 
My younger son already loves Spain and says he would like to live in Europe. He seemed 
interested when we passed by the University of Barcelona. I don't want to seem greedy for 
time, but I so very much want to live for years into the future, to help my sons fulfill their 
dreams, to be there to see it. 

July 12  
How much beauty can one heart bear? With the early evening light streaming into the 
Sagrada Familia, I was already intoxicated on the majestic presence of the divine. And then 
suddenly music started playing on the pipe organ. Bach's Ode to Joy. My tears would not 
stop flowing then, and I didn't attempt to brush them away. What is God? The light, the 
music, the tears. 

July 14 
You lift me up.  
All of you, my friends. 
You lift me up. 

August 2  
Tomorrow is my last day of the semester, the third semester I've worked since being 
diagnosed with PC. I feel amazed! In the very beginning, I assumed I would stop working. I 
was diagnosed during spring break 2016, and thought I wouldn't be going back. But I 
decided to try, and here it is, now three semesters under my belt! In these three semesters, I 
only missed three and a half days due to illness. 
 For someone who was pretty tight-lipped for a full year, I seem to mention it almost 
excessively now, I realize, but I'm just so surprised. And grateful for these three semesters 
I've been able to work. I'm grateful for each day. 
 Kick ass. Repeat. 

August 5 
It's kind of crazy, some of the things that you think of when you're given a grim medical 
prognosis. I kept thinking about this last year, "If I die, they're going to discover my messy 
locker at work." 
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September 3 
My doctor received his Pink Floyd CD and 
wrote me a note, telling me "Thanks to you I 
had a wonderful day." 
 He was surprised that I remembered 
the day, but I couldn't forget, because on this 
day last year, driving to meet a friend to go to 
Ikaho, I heard a voice telling me, like a 
bellowing from the universe, "You are going 
to survive. You are going to beat this cancer. 
Don't worry. Live, knowing you are going to 
be OK." 
 To me, it felt like a new birthday for 
me. So I was blown away, groggy on the operating table, when I asked him his birthday (in 
disbelief that we were the same age), and he said, "September third." 

September 5 
Driving home from work, listening to Benny Goodman play Sweet Georgia Brown, shaking 
my head, snapping my fingers, weeping with joy. Despite constant suggestions to the 
contrary, there's a whole lotta good in this world. 

September 24 
I feel the terry cloth between my fingers as I hang the towel to dry in the bathroom of the 
hotel room. Everything with reverence. The simple motions of each day, often overlooked in 
the past. Each moment an event, worthy of reverence.  
 Ah, to be alive. 

September 25 
Another moment of gratitude and amazement.. I 
KNOW this must get old, but my head still spins 
sometimes with marvel. Thinking about last year, 
when I couldn't even take the stairs to the second 
floor with my book bag at the university. Since I 
had told no one at work, I tried to be discreet. I 
clearly recall getting things from my locker in the 
part-time teachers' room, and just collapsing onto 
the floor, sitting right on the floor to get my things 
out of the locker because my legs could not 
manage a squat, hoping no one else would enter 
the room and understand that there was something 
wrong with me. And now, to be able to dance freely. I want to shout out, but also fear 
sounding too bold, lest the beast should return. "THIS is what survival looks like!!”  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The Nitty-Gritty of English Phonetics 
for Japanese Learners of English 

By Hideto D. Harashima 

Introduction 
English and Japanese are two languages that are quite different from each other in regard to 
the speech sounds. There are a number of small differences Japanese learners of English 
should pay attention to as they study the sounds of English. However, the key elements 
peculiar to the English sound system are not numerous. In what follows, the author will 
introduce the nitty-gritty of English phonetics—the essential, yet often neglected points in 
English instruction in Japan. 

Consonants 
Aspiration 
 The aspiration added to word-initial voiceless plosive consonants in English are 
often ignored by Japanese speakers. It is not a phonemic factor in that it doesn’t make a 
difference in meaning, but it is an important element of native-like articulation of English. 

Alveolar–coronal configuration 
 Japanese speakers are usually not aware of the existence of the alveolar ridge in 
the upper jaw, nor do they consciously utilize the tip of the tongue when they are speaking 
Japanese. However, they need to be fully aware of the connection between the tongue apex 
and the alveolar ridge when speaking English. For example, when pronouncing the Japanese 
[t]̪, the tongue blade roughly touches the back of the upper teeth and the alveolar ridge, but 
the English [t] requires the tongue apex to be pressed precisely against the alveolar ridge. 
This fact is not recognized by many Japanese speakers. 

Word-final consonants 
 Word-final obstruent consonants such as the [t] in “night” are pronounced as 
naught [nai], or with a redundant vowel [naito] by most Japanese speakers, but the coda 
consonants play an important role in identifying the words. They also gleam when we 
appreciate songs and poems with rhymes. This is one area Japanese speakers must work 
harder on. 

Vowels 
Numbers 
 It is vaguely taken for granted that English has more vowel phonemes than 
Japanese, but ordinary Japanese speakers do not know exactly how many and what kind of 
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phonemes there are in English unless they take a formal lesson in English phonetics. English 
has 11 to 13 (depending on regional varieties and individuals) vowel phonemes compared 
to the Japanese five, so English has more than double the number. It is therefore important 
for Japanese speakers to consciously make efforts to double their vowel inventory. 

Uncultivated areas 
 Another fact to note is that there are certain areas in the oral cavity that Japanese 
speakers do not normally use when they speak only Japanese. Figure 1 shows the English 
and Japanese vowels mapped on the vowel square. As we can see, the three circled 
corners are the areas that have no counterparts in Japanese. Therefore, Japanese speakers 
must intentionally move their tongue into these areas to enunciate the target English vowels. 

Lip rounding 
Among the three corner vowels mentioned above is a high-back vowel, [u]. There are few 
Japanese speakers who are aware of the difference between the Japanese ウ [ɨ] (or [ɯ]) 
and the English [u]. The Japanese [ɨ] is a “flat-lip” /u/, whereas the English [u] is a 
“rounded-lip” /u/. The sound quality difference between the two vowels is more striking 
than we may think. Look at Figure 2 for a sound spectrogram of the two vowels pronounced 
by the author. 
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Figure 1: English and Japanese vowels in the vowel square 



 

 As may be obvious, the Japanese [ɨ] has more overtones, or harmonics, than the 
English [u]. These overtones are of a non-integral order. Overtones of non-integral order 
make the base note sound muggier, rougher, and softer (Nakamura, 2010, p. 24). The 
English [u], with fewer overtones, sounds purer and more ringing. Speakers of Japanese 
must consciously round their lips when they pronounce this sound. 

Tense/lax vowels 
 The difference between [i] and [ɪ], as in “beat” and “bit,” is usually discerned by 
ordinary Japanese speakers as the difference in vowel length, with the former being longer 
than the latter. However, the author believes this is the result of a fault in Japanese English 
education. Japanese educational systems have traditionally adopted “quantitative 
transcription” of English sounds, where the word “beat” is transcribed as [bi:t] in which the 
[:] stands as a symbol for lengthening the preceding vowel. This is thought to be one of the 
root causes for Japanese speakers being unable to acquire good English vowel sounds 
(Lewis, 1972, 1975; Walsh, 1974). Adopting “qualitative transcription,” (Harashima, 1993) 
which assigns different symbols to the above-mentioned two vowels, is believed to be a 
better and more fundamental solution to the problem because learners will visually realize the 
two vowels are distinctly different (especially in American English). 

Rhythm 
Among all the prosodic features of English, rhythm is what Japanese learners of English 
need to practice more to acquire. English has a tendency to have a stronger and longer 
sound at the end of a phrase. This is known as Iambic Law (Hay & Diehl, 2007; Iversen, 
Patel, & Ogushi, 2008). This tendency is a legacy from traditional English poetry. It may also 
come from English syntactic structure as well, as English has a head-light syntactic structure. 
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Figure 2: The sound spectrogram of Japanese [ɨ] (left) and English [u] (right).



If a learner of English wishes to sound more native-like, he or she must acquire this Iambic 
(weak–strong patterned) rhythm of the language. 

Conclusive remarks 
Although English is one of the most important subjects taught in Japanese schools, lessons 
on the basic phonetics of English are not given systematically. Teachers of English are 
expected to have sound knowledge of the nitty-gritty of English phonemes and prosody as 
well as the differences from those of Japanese. They are also expected to teach these skills 
better than ever given that the trend of English education in Japan, as it is symbolized by the 
current university entrance examination reform, is toward four-skill development, with the 
focus on the speaking skill. 
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The Takasaki Plan: Homeroom 
Teachers’ Perceptions 

By Steve Ferrier 

Background 
When foreign language activities became compulsory for fifth and sixth grade elementary 
school students across Japan in 2011, MEXT emphasized communication, not grammar or 
skills such as reading or writing (Kambaru, 2016). The MEXT Course of Study stated that the 
objective was: 

To form the foundation of pupils’ communication abilities through foreign languages 
while developing the understanding of languages and cultures through various 
experiences, fostering a positive attitude toward communication, and familiarizing 
pupils with the sounds and basic expressions of foreign languages. (MEXT, 2010, 
as cited in Kambaru, 2016, p. 11) 

  
 Therefore, the main focus was on giving fifth and sixth graders a chance to 
become familiar with English in a casual environment, such as by singing or playing games 
(Aoki, 2016). The annual number of 45-minute lessons for both fifth and sixth grades was 
set at 35. Since 2009, English textbooks have been distributed to elementary school students 
in the fifth and sixth grade. The first textbook, Eigo Note, was used from 2009-2011. In 
2012, it was replaced by Hi Friends. Both textbooks supplied teacher manuals, together with 
DVD-ROMs. 
 Following this, MEXT published its “Execution Plan for the Reform of English 
Education in Response to Globalization” in December, 2013 (Kambaru, 2016). Under the 
proposal, MEXT will upgrade English to an official subject in the fifth and sixth grades from 
2020, after a two-year transition period. Students will study all the English skills - namely 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing - as well as grammar. The number of classes will 
increase to three per week. Along with that, foreign language activity classes will become 
mandatory for third and fourth graders (Aoki, 2016). Therefore, at the present time, whilst fifth 
and sixth graders are given official lessons in foreign language activities, there exists no 
official or standardized curriculum for English classes for grades one to four. It is left to each 
local Board of Education, and by extension, to each school, to design and implement their 
own curriculums and lesson plans for those lower grades. 

The Takasaki Plan 
English has been taught as an unofficial subject or as a foreign language in Takasaki 
elementary schools for a number of years. The classes were usually team-taught by an 
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Assistant Language Teacher (ALT) and a homeroom teacher (HRT). However, the frequency 
and content of the lessons varied according to both the school and the grade. Before 2009, 
most ALTs worked at junior high schools and were sent to elementary schools a handful of 
times every year, for a period of one or two weeks each time. Therefore, students in many 
elementary schools in Takasaki had few chances to be consistently exposed to English or to 
interact with ALTs. Therefore, students graduating from different elementary schools would 
attend the same junior high school with different levels of English ability. This was a problem 
that was experienced by both teachers and students across Japan (Ikegashira, Matsumoto & 
Morita, 2009).  
 From 2009 however, most elementary schools in Takasaki were visited by an ALT 
at least once a week, with English being taught to fifth and sixth graders for 35 lessons a 
year using the Eigo Note textbook. Therefore, fifth and sixth graders were now learning 
English from a standardized curriculum. Grades one to four also had English lessons (at a 
much lower frequency than grades five and six) but there was still no standardized 
curriculum for these lower grades. Instead, each school had its own lesson plans. 
 In 2015, the Takasaki Board of Education announced that it would implement a 
standardized English curriculum for all grades in Takasaki elementary schools from April 
2016. First to fourth graders would have one English lesson per week. Fifth and sixth 
graders would have two English lessons per week. The curriculum became known as the 
“Takasaki Plan”. Whilst almost all elementary schools in Takasaki would use the Takasaki 
Plan it was not compulsory for them to do so. Rather, the Takasaki Plan was seen as a 
sample curriculum that could be adjusted depending on the level of the students in each 
school. In addition to this, Takasaki also greatly increased their number of ALTs to a current 
total of 84, one for each elementary, junior high and high school under the auspices of the 
Takasaki Board of Education.  Indeed, some elementary schools at present have two ALTs, 
who divide the workload of teaching English to all the grades in the school. 
 The lesson plans for grades one to four were based on the Jonan Elementary 
School English syllabus. Jonan was seen as a benchmark for elementary school English 
classes in Takasaki, and ALTs visited once a year to observe, participate in, and discuss 
lessons. After adopting the Jonan elementary school English syllabus, the Takasaki Board of 
Education stated that the goal for first to fourth grade students was to become familiar with 
English as a foreign language. For example, students should be able to understand the 
differences between Japanese and English sounds and be able to feel foreign cultures and 
have an understanding of them. First and second graders should try to imitate the 
pronunciation of certain words that they hear in everyday life and should be able to 
understand the name in English of certain things around them when they hear them. Third 
and fourth graders should be able to have a conversation about simple topics and should try 
to actively connect with each other through simple interaction (Takasaki Board of Education, 
2016, p. 7). 
 The lesson plans for grades five and six were based on the Hi Friends textbook, 
which was issued by MEXT. A DVD-ROM was also provided that includes chants and 
alphabet puzzles, along with “jingles” in which students can practice saying the phonetic 

Speakeasy Journal: Volume 29, 2017 27



sounds of each alphabet letter. Fifth and sixth graders would focus on all four English skills. 
The goals for these upper-grade students included being able to convey their own thoughts 
and ideas about familiar things using simple expressions, being able to understand simple 
content by analogy, and being able to read familiar phrases or sentences with the help of 
pictures, scenes, or speech models. In addition, students should be able to recognize and 
write all small and capital letters of the alphabet by the end of the sixth grade (Takasaki 
Board of Education, 2016, p. 7).  
 The introductory segment for each grade’s lesson plan guide recommended that 
individual teachers make adjustments to the lesson plans and activities in order to match 
their students’ level of learning, particularly in grades one to four: 

When the content of the plan does not match the actual conditions and/or level of 
your students’ learning, it is recommended to adjust the activities to suit, either by 
repeating easier lessons or developing students with a higher level of learning, etc. 
This will depend on individual students’ abilities. (Takasaki Board of Education, 
2016, p. 2) 

 However, the Takasaki Board of Education also advised that lesson plans for 
grades five and six should not be adjusted too much because, “If students in each 
elementary school are not taught in a similar manner, teachers will develop problems with 
students of the same grade having varying abilities leading to difficulty in teaching English to 
a common age group” (p.2). Worksheets were also provided for many activities, which could 
be adjusted by homeroom teachers or ALTs. A song or chant was provided for each lesson 
in grades one to four and at least one lesson for the lower grades would involve the ALT 
reading a picture book. As per the Jonan elementary school English syllabus, many of the 
topics covered were repeated from grades one to four so that students could become 
increasingly familiar with English expressions and vocabulary. However, whilst the topics were 
repeated across the grades, the vocabulary and expressions were expanded. Thus, a spiral 
approach to learning English was used. On the other hand, as stated above, the lesson 
plans for grades five and six were largely based on the Hi Friends textbook. This created a 
slight disconnect in that some fifth and sixth grade lesson plans covered material or 
expressions that students had already been exposed to in the lower grades, such as 
numbers. However, the Takasaki Board of Education explained that, 

Some activities in the 5th and 6th grade may appear easier than the ones in 4th 
grade, this is because 5th and 6th grade students are required to be able to speak 
or understand the language and its expressions, and these exercises are used to 
verify this. 1st to 4th grade students are required to be familiar with the expressions, 
but not necessarily have a full understanding.” (Takasaki Board of Education, 2016, 
p. 2) 

Therefore, whilst grades one to four would become increasingly familiar with various 
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vocabulary and expressions, grades five to six would be able to use those vocabulary and 
expressions to communicate with each other in activities such as interviewing and group 
presentations.  

The Survey 
Twelve homeroom teachers at one elementary school in Takasaki were chosen to answer a 
survey about the Takasaki Plan. The participants’ teaching experience ranged from 3 years to 
32 years. All questions except one and three were open ended so that teachers were 
encouraged to write their own thoughts and opinions. The questions were as follows: 

1. How many years’ experience do you have teaching at the elementary school level? 
2. Do you think it is necessary for students to learn English in elementary school? 
3. What do you think of the Takasaki Plan? 

a. Is it easy to understand? (Options: very easy, easy, a little difficult, very difficult) 
b. Is it easy to teach? (Options: very easy, easy, a little difficult, very difficult) 
c. Is it a suitable level for your students? (Options: very easy, easy, suitable, a little 

difficult, very difficult) 
d. Have your students improved in English? (Options: yes, not really, not at all) 

4. Have you made any adjustments to the lesson plans? 
5. Has your role as a homeroom teacher in English class changed? 
6. What changes would you like to see made to the Takasaki Plan in the future? 

The participating teachers wrote their answers in Japanese. Their surveys were then collected 
and translated into English. 

Survey Results and Discussion 
The following section provides details of the homeroom teachers’ answers to the survey 
questions together with the author’s own opinions and suggestions regarding the results. 

Q2: Do you think it is necessary for students to learn English in elementary school? 
 Eleven out of the twelve participants thought that students should learn English in 
elementary school. One of the reasons given was that elementary school students are more 
accepting of English than junior high school students and are more motivated to learn. 
Harmer (2015) states that younger children, from five years upwards, “are enthusiastic about 
learning (if it happens in the right way),” and “learn best through play and other enjoyable 
activities” (p.82). Elementary school lessons involve a lot of communicative games and 
songs in which students can enjoy talking or singing in English. Some teachers also 
commented that English was a global language and thus Japanese children should start 
learning and becoming familiar with English from an early age. In this way they could 
become participants in a global society. If Japanese children are exposed to English at an 
early age and their interest in foreign languages and cultures is stimulated, there is a strong 
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possibility that they will continue to be interested and motivated to learn English and to travel 
abroad as well as interact with foreigners in Japan. In this way, Japan can have increasingly 
strong connections with a global society. 
 Only one participant answered that they did not think it was necessary for 
elementary school students to learn English. This homeroom teacher believed that students 
should focus more on Japanese, including writing Kanji and expressing themselves in their 
native language. According to Aoki (2016), “[…] discussions on the issue through the 1990s 
found many people opposed to teaching English in elementary school because they thought 
it would confuse children who hadn’t even learned their mother tongue yet.” It must be 
recognized that learning how to communicate in one’s mother tongue is crucial to a young 
person’s development. However, it must also be noted that homeroom teachers spend most 
of the day with their students and a strong bond develops between them. The classroom 
atmosphere or the students’ motivation may be affected if the homeroom teacher is not 
motivated to use English or fails to see any reasons to teach it. There is little option but to 
respect the opinions of all teachers and to have open dialogues with them on the topic of 
teaching English in elementary school. 

Q3: What do you think of the Takasaki Plan? 
 Eleven out of the twelve participants answered that the syllabus was both easy to 
teach and easy to understand. One teacher responded that the syllabus was difficult to 
understand and another teacher stated that it was difficult to teach. All lesson plans for each 
grade have detailed explanations of activities, together with vocabulary and expressions to be 
taught. The structure of most lessons is consistent in that a song or chant is followed by a 
warm-up activity, introduction or review of vocabulary or expressions, and finally one or two 
main activities. The aim of the lesson is highlighted, which allows HRTs to write it on the 
blackboard at the beginning of the lesson so that students can understand what they will be 
focusing on. In turn, students also write the aim of the lesson on their reflection cards, called 
furikaeri, and at the end of the lesson they write what they learnt or enjoyed doing. However, 
there are some lesson plans in which the activity is too detailed or difficult to understand in 
both the Japanese and English versions of the syllabus. If teachers are confused as to how 
to do an activity then the students may in turn be at a loss which can lead to frustration or 
loss of confidence and motivation. Therefore, it is necessary for HRTs and ALTs to have 
regular meetings to discuss the lesson plans and to make adjustments if necessary. What 
must be stressed is the great benefit of having a standardized curriculum. ALTs and HRTs 
from different schools can now meet to discuss the same lesson plans or share adjustments 
they made, either in person, or in online discussion groups. Both ALTs and HRTs can 
improve their classes with feedback from their peers. In addition, the Takasaki Plan should 
be edited on a regular basis with input from both HRTs and ALTs to amend the details of 
some lesson plans.  
 There was less agreement on whether the level of the syllabus was suitable for the 
students. One participant said that the level was easy; six others stated that the level was 
suitable; and five teachers answered that the level was difficult. In public elementary schools, 
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ability can vary a great deal between classes and individual students. What one student finds 
too easy may leave another student frustrated because he or she cannot understand. 
Therefore, it should be left to each HRT’s discretion (in consultation with the ALT) whether to 
adjust the vocabulary, expressions or activities in each lesson plan since they know their 
students much better than the ALT who only visits each class once or twice a week. 
There was also no real consensus on whether the students had improved in English since 
the implementation of the Takasaki Plan. Seven teachers said that their students had 
improved, whilst four teachers said they had not really improved. One teacher did not 
answer. The Takasaki Plan is only in its second year of use and therefore more time is 
needed to ascertain if students have improved their English skills. Without doubt, elementary 
school students in Takasaki have much more exposure to English than previously, and this 
should lead to a greater familiarity with English and a greater confidence to use the language 
to communicate with others, even with very simple greetings and phrases. Moreover, with a 
standardised curriculum, sixth graders across Takasaki should be able to write and read both 
small and capital letters of the alphabet, as well as understand the phonetic sound of each 
letter. This should make them better prepared for the first grade of junior high school 
compared to previous years when a wide discrepancy in the amount of English taught in 
each school resulted in elementary school graduates with considerable variances in their 
English abilities. 

Q4: Have you made any adjustments to the lesson plans? 
 Some teachers have been making adjustments to the lesson plans detailed in the 
syllabus. Four teachers stated that they select some activities that their students particularly 
enjoy and use them on multiple occasions. For example, activities such as the missing game 
and karuta can be used for many sets of vocabulary. One teacher commented that they 
sometimes change some details or steps in an activity if they think their students would find 
it too difficult to understand. Two more teachers stated that they consult with the ALT and 
other homeroom teachers in the grade before making any adjustments to the lesson plan 
such as changing some vocabulary or adjusting a worksheet. In the elementary school 
where the survey was conducted, the homeroom teachers of each grade have weekly 
meetings with the ALT to discuss the upcoming lessons. The Takasaki Plan does allow for 
some flexibility in its lesson plans. What is important is that HRTs and ALTs have regular 
meetings to discuss what adjustments are to be made. However, as the Takasaki Board of 
Education advised, fifth and sixth grade lesson plans should not be adjusted too much since 
the aim should be to have sixth graders graduating from elementary school with similar 
abilities in English.   

Q5: Has your role as a homeroom teacher in English class changed? 
 There were a range of answers to this question. One teacher stated that they were 
using more English in class such as “Good job,” “Listen carefully,” “Stand up” and “Sit 
down.” One teacher thought that the HRT’s role is to support the ALT and that it was 
important that the ALT be an effective teacher. Another teacher commented that the ALT 
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should be the main teacher (T1), but that the HRT should gradually assume the role over 
time. In addition, one teacher thought that it would be difficult for the HRT to be the T1, but 
that they should try to lead some lessons or activities. Finally, one teacher stated that the 
HRT should be the main teacher, with the ALT acting in a supporting role (T2). Many HRTs 
have very little training in teaching English. According to an education ministry survey in 
2015, only 4.9 percent of elementary school teachers were licensed to teach English (Aoki, 
2016). In addition, many teachers do not have confidence in speaking English or 
pronouncing English words since, according to Kambaru (2016), “They learned English 
through direct deductive explanations of grammar and remembering words one by one in a 
junior and a senior high school” (p.15). Therefore, it is understandable that some HRTs are 
anxious about teaching English to their students. However, with the implementation of a 
detailed syllabus, together with a large increase in the number of lessons, elementary school 
teachers can become gradually more knowledgeable of simple English vocabulary and 
expressions. Also, they can become more confident in teaching English, or at least 
participating more in the lessons. The role of the HRT may change dramatically when English 
becomes an official subject for fifth and sixth graders from 2020. The HRT may be required 
to lead the class or specialist teachers of English may teach the classes with an ALT. Until 
that time, it should be left to each homeroom teacher to define their role in the classroom in 
relation to the ALT and to discuss this with the ALT.  
 What is very important is that the HRT be motivated and enthusiastic during the 
English lesson. As noted above, elementary school students spend the majority of each day 
with their HRT and are heavily influenced by them. If the HRT is reluctant to participate in the 
class they can have an adverse effect on their students’ motivation. On the other hand, if the 
HRT tries to speak English and is not afraid to make mistakes then their students will also 
likely feel less shy or nervous about using English. MEXT has asserted that homeroom 
teachers are important in the English classroom as,  

Even if they do not speak English fluently, their positive attitude towards interaction 
through English will serve as an extremely important catalyst to enhance pupils’ 
interest in foreign languages. (MEXT, 2010, as cited in Kambaru, 2016, p. 17) 

Another reason for HRTs not participating fully in the English lesson is that they may feel they 
have to monitor students’ behaviour and in turn discipline some unruly students so that their 
class remains focused. This can be a difficult problem to overcome. One suggestion is to 
have another member of staff monitor the students with behavioural problems so that the 
HRT can participate more fully in the English activities. 

Q6: What changes would you like to see made to the Takasaki Plan in the future? 
 In response to the last question on the survey, some teachers suggested changes 
or adjustments to the syllabus. One teacher thought that there should be more listening 
exercises so that students could improve their comprehension skills. Another teacher 
commented that there should be more visual aids and more listening resources. The use of 
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visual aids (flashcards or actual physical objects) in the elementary school classroom in any 
subject is crucial since younger learners are stimulated and motivated by visual materials. 
Harmer (2015) states that younger children, “use everything in the physical world (what they 
see, do, hear and touch, etc.) for learning and understanding things” (p. 82). ALTs should 
be responsible for making flashcards that are both colourful and easy to comprehend. 
Moreover, some of the worksheets included in the Takasaki Plan can be improved upon by 
making them more eye-catching with better pictures to capture the students’ interest. Again, 
this should be the responsibility of the ALT.  
 Another teacher commented that the ALT should be a trained teacher. There should 
be more discussion or debate on whether ALTs should be experienced, trained teachers or 
merely native English speakers keen to introduce their countries’ cultures. No matter how 
experienced or motivated an ALT is, they should be given opportunities to improve their 
teaching skills. New ALTs should attend seminars and have regular discussions with more 
experienced ALTs who can share ideas and teaching methods, either in person or online. 
Without doubt, a standardized curriculum gives them more opportunities to do this. 
 Finally, one teacher observed that while students had become used to regular 
English classes, they were not sure how much English the students were learning or 
acquiring. This comment brings into question how much English students in Japanese 
elementary schools should learn or acquire. Certainly, students should be able to read and 
write the alphabet and understand the phonetic sounds of most letters by the time they enter 
junior high school. This would give JHS teachers more time to focus on more advanced 
English in the first grade. Students should also be able to communicate with each other 
using simple phrases, such as talking about favourite things and daily schedules. Above all, 
students should be familiar with regular English lessons and feel uninhibited in trying to use 
English. Finally, it remains to be seen what the effects will be of making English an official 
subject for fifth and sixth graders from 2020. Specialist Japanese teachers of English (JTEs) 
may be employed, and there is also the question of how the students will be graded and 
whether this will affect their motivation and enthusiasm to learn English. Above all, there 
should be a continuing dialogue between junior high schools and elementary schools, so 
that students can have a smooth transition in their English learning between the sixth grade 
and their first year in junior high school.  

Concluding remarks 
The survey was useful in giving homeroom teachers from one elementary school in Takasaki 
an opportunity to express their thoughts on the Takasaki Plan and for providing suggestions 
for the future use of the syllabus. Almost all the teachers thought that students should be 
learning or becoming familiar with English in elementary school and that the Takasaki Plan 
was easy to understand and teach. Some teachers thought that the syllabus was not set at a 
suitable level for their students and therefore they made adjustments to some lesson plans. 
There were differing viewpoints on the HRT’s role in the English classroom, such as thinking 
that the ALT should be the main teacher or, on the other hand, commenting that the HRT 
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should be the T1. Finally, some teachers thought that more visual aids and listening 
resources should be provided so that students are more exposed to the English language 
and in turn increasingly stimulated and motivated.  
 A limiting factor of this research was that only twelve participants were selected to 
answer the survey. In the future, a greater number of homeroom teachers across a range of 
elementary schools in Takasaki should be interviewed about the Takasaki Plan in order to 
get a greater consensus or range of opinions. 
 It is unclear how long the Takasaki Plan will be in use given that MEXT has stated 
its intention of making English an official subject for fifth and sixth graders (and foreign 
language activities mandatory for third and fourth graders) from 2020. If an elementary 
school English curriculum becomes standardized across Japan, the Takasaki Plan may be 
discontinued. However, it can be strongly argued that the Takasaki Plan, with its easy to 
follow but flexible lesson plans, has made for smoother English classes in elementary 
schools. Moreover, with a standardized curriculum, both ALTs and HRTs can discuss the 
same lesson plans with teachers from different schools across Takasaki.  Mutual feedback 
amongst teachers can only lead to better lessons for their students. No syllabus is ever 
perfect and every syllabus should be constantly evaluated and revised in order to make it 
better for both teachers and students. This should be the case for the Takasaki Plan for as 
long as it is in use.  
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Za Katakana-English  
  By Antonija Cavcic 

Introduction 
Is it “Katakana-English” or “Katakana English”? Whichever way one frames it and perceives 
it, it is unquestionably both liked and loathed and is one of the commonly debated subjects 
in ESL discourse in Japan, particularly with regard to acquisition of the English sound system. 
Indeed, the prevalence and practice of Katakana-English pronunciation is often held in a 
negative light and is frequently criticized for impeding students’ learning. While criticism of 
this nature tends to come from so-called native speakers, English instructors, or learners 
concerned about the accuracy or authenticity of their pronunciation, there are also advocates 
for its use and a distinct market for it in the Japanese publishing industry. Perhaps simply 
responding to market demands, the publishing industry has arguably played a significant role 
in perpetuating and encouraging the use of Katakana-English. This paper explores this 
phenomenon by first tracing the use of Katakana-English in Meiji period school textbooks 
which are then compared and contrasted with a recent publication from 2016 entitled 怖いく
らい通じるカタカナ英語の法則 (Uncannily effective rules of getting by with Katakana-
English). Essentially, I attempt to demonstrate how the English language-learning publishing 
industry in Japan has played a major role in perpetuating pronunciation problems among 
Japanese ESL learners. 

Background 
Just what is Katakana-English? While some people may confuse Katakana-English with 外来
語 (gairaigo) or so-called loan words such as インターネット (internet) or トマト (tomato), 
in this paper I use the term “Katakana-English” to refer to the use of katakana inside the 
Japanese L2 classroom. In a context of IT inundation and increased internationalization, it is 
little wonder that loan words comprise 10 to 15% of everyday Japanese vocabulary and 80 
to 90% of IT-related vocabulary (Olah, 2007). Assuming that the presence and ongoing 
adoption of loan words is unlikely to cease, it is thus perhaps not unreasonable to suggest 
that the adoption of loan words is partly accountable for the perpetuation of Katakana-
English. While loan words might be part of the problem, what is more concerning is the 
ongoing practice of using ふりがな (furigana; i.e. kana characters printed beside words) 
rather than phonetic spellings as a pronunciation key in texts and social contexts. This 
custom dates back to the Meiji period—when katakana syllabary without a clear purpose 
after being superseded by hiragana for kanji pronunciation—was pressed into service to 
represent written Western loan-words (外来語). In ancient Japan, imported Chinese 
characters formed the foundation of written language, but by the 19th century the Japanese 
writing system was firmly established and katakana was chosen to replace all written gairaigo 
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(Walker, 2010, p.109). According to Walker, this single decision resulted in three serious 
consequences: first, the original English word has been removed from cognitive recognition; 
second, the katakanized word has been branded “forever foreign”; third (and perhaps most 
damaging communicatively), the katakana script has been used as a pronunciation guide 
(Walker, 2009, pp.82-85). 
 Perhaps the use of katakana script as a pronunciation guide is partly related to the 
lack of emphasis on teaching IPA (International Phonetic Alphabetic system) in Japan. As 
Wang, et al (2005) pointed out:  

In Japan, teaching English pronunciation is not a compulsory subject in schools. It is 
up to individual schools and English teachers to decide when, if, or how to teach 
pronunciation. English teachers with good pronunciation and adequate knowledge 
about how to teach English pronunciation may teach students IPA (International 
Phonetic Alphabetic system) or some other pronunciation system, while other 
teachers just use katakana to read and write English pronunciation and many junior 
high school texts and dictionaries only have katakana pronunciation guides. Also 
English pronunciation is seldom required in the entrance exam to colleges, so that 
students do not have the motivation to study English pronunciation. (Wang et al., 
2005, p.39)  

 Wang, Higgins and Shima go on to argue that, “The English of many Japanese 
learners cannot be understood by non-Japanese speakers because of either poor or 
Katakana pronunciation,” adding that “Even though a few university English teachers are 
trying very hard to improve their students’ English pronunciation, many times, the effects are 
limited,” (Wang et al., 2005, p.39). The reasons for this, according to the authors, are that 
Japanese students who are corrected more frequently than others tend to lose interest in 
learning pronunciation, private one–to-one pronunciation training is costly, and “pronunciation 
training is currently delayed beyond the age when children’s tongues and mouth muscles 
are flexible” (Wang et al., 2005, pp.39-40). If we accept that these circumstances are still 
valid, then what are the options to learn or improve one’s pronunciation? If we take into 
account that: 1) schools and institutions do not have a standard or universal method of 
teaching pronunciation; 2) private lessons are expensive; and 3) the suggestion that 
Japanese students generally dislike being corrected in front of others, then perhaps one of 
the major alternative options of learning pronunciation is through self-study—and self-study 
involves books, software or other applications. More importantly, however, self-study requires 
tremendous amounts of motivation. For that reason, players in the self-study industry in 
Japan have tried to address this problem by marketing self-study as something fun, easy 
and effortless.  
 Take for example, Everyday English (http://every-e.com/). Upon accessing the 
website, the first thing one sees on the top page is a large banner which boasts that 
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Everyday English has been providing “Japan’s leading English Education Materials for Seven 
Consecutive Years.” It also makes claims such as, “一日たった5分聞くだけ英語が聞き取れ
る・話が通じる“ (Just listen for five minutes a day and your listening comprehension and 
ability to express yourself in English will improve.) The focus is on the learning process 
being easy, relaxing, and seemingly passive. This is reinforced by one of the customer 
testaments made on the YouTube video embedded on Everyday English’s website: “One of 
the important things is the easiness […] Many Japanese people make effort to study English 
very ‘stuffly’ […] The most important thing is the easiness of learning” (エブリデイイングリッ
シュ,2012).  
 Thus, in order to respond to this and various other consumer concerns/demands, 
Everyday English has provided the following solutions or selling points on its website (see 
source text in Figure 1): 

I can’t pick up what people are saying → You’ll listen to two individual voices in a short 
conversation and you’ll start to pick up what they’re saying. You’ll increase your 
vocabulary, too! 
I can’t speak → You’ll pick up expressions frequently used by foreigners in no time! 

People can’t understand what I’m saying → You’ll be able to produce clear and 
authentic pronunciation—just like a native speaker! 
I can’t make conversation → You’ll learn simple and useful expressions applicable to 
many situations. 
I’ll end up forgetting everything I learned → Don’t worry! Because you’ll be listening 
every day, you’ll maintain your English skills. 

 In addition, Everyday English notes reveals its three secrets to success—that is, just 
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listen and learn, no texts necessary; listen to native speakers speaking at natural speeds; use 
frequently used English in situations where you are most likely to use English such as for 
travelling purposes, omotenashi purposes, business, passing tests, listening to Western 
music, and so on (Everyday English, 2017). 

 Although it sounds rather ideal and attractive, it is certainly a questionable method 
in terms of its effectiveness. Needless to say, this is not a stand-alone case. This is simply 
one example of a self-study service in a publishing industry littered with such services and 
products. 
 While these kinds of products are readily available online or in bookstores that are 
simply responding to market demands, universities also provide a number of such texts. For 
an example, I chose the most recently published from over 20 listening and pronunciation-
related books available at Asia University’s library. Published in 2016, 発音とスペルの法則: 英
語の教師・学習者のために (The rules for spelling and pronunciation: For English instructors 
and learners) seems to be a reasonable title on the premise that there are certain rules and 
patterns which pertain to spelling and pronunciation. However, opening the text reveals quite 
a number of chapters and pages that rely heavily on kana pronunciation guides. Considering 
that this text was found in a university library, I anticipated that major bookstore chains would 
stock such items to a greater extent. To ascertain this, I visited one of the most prevalent 
secondhand bookstores in Japan, Book Off. A quick glance at the English textbook shelf 
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revealed that the same kind of fare was available at popular book vendors.  
 However, the emphasis on ease of study and effortless improvement seems to be 
reinforced more extremely by titles such as: 先端脳科学者による一ヶ月簡単英会話脳トレ 
(Easy English conversation brain training in a month according to a leading neuroscientist), 3
単語ですぐ話せる (Learn how to speak immediately using just three words), 中学レベルの英
単語でネイティブとペラペラ話せる本 (Speak fluently with native speakers using Junior High 
School-level vocabulary) or 絵で見てパッ！と言う英会話トレーニング  (Speak everyday 
English instantly through pictures). Easy, quickly, and fluently. That seems to be the emphasis 
in the self-study industry, but how is it relevant to the use of ever-present Katakana-English? 
Simply put, Katakana-English is easy and comfortable for Japanese learners. For example, 
when reading a beginner’s Japanese textbook for the first time, most European learners of 
Japanese will probably encounter ローマ字 (Romanized Japanese characters) in the textbook 
and/or a large chunk of the textbook might be written in Japanese, but there are vital issues 
such as accuracy and authenticity which accompany Japanese textbooks written in ロマー字. 
In the initial stages of language learning, it might be acceptable as a transition tool, but as 
students develop, I argue that authentic L2 pronunciation training and textual input should be 
emphasized. While the use of ローマ字 Japanese textbooks or Katakana-English in 
contemporary English textbooks is not uncommon, what was the situation like over 100 
years ago when Katakana-English flourished in Meiji period English textbooks and language 
learning resources?  

Overview of texts employing Katakana-English in the Meiji Period 
To see how Katakana-English has influenced the publishing industry in present day Japan, it 
is essential to track back to the days when English education in Japan was in its infancy - in 
the Meiji period. Even at that time, quite a number of texts were available not only to 
instructors, school, college or university students, but some books were also available to the 
average consumer. In any case, the first of the texts I selected, 英語発音秘訣 (English 
pronunciation tips) was written and published by Kikuchi Takenobu and published in 1886. 

 Figure 3 is one of the excerpts from the text which seems to indicate that the text 
might have some linguistic merit, or at least suggest that the text is encouraging learners to 
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produce authentic or intelligible pronunciation of English sounds. However, the kana 
pronunciation guides which start to appear further into the text seem to nullify any attempts to 
encourage students to strive for accuracy or produce a variety of sounds (see Figure 4). 
 The second text in my sample, 和英発音原理 (The principles of English 
pronunciation) was written and published by Ikeda Tomoyasu in1888. At first glance, the title 
seems to imply that the text is possibly based on linguistic theory or empirical studies in the 
field. Furthermore, much like the former text, the oral diagrams at the beginning of the text 
seem promising and useful, however the inclusion of pinyin-like diacritical marks, as well as 
katakana further into the text, just seem to complicate things on the learner’s part (see 
Figures 5 to 7). Needless to say, Chinese was learned long before English was introduced in 
Japan and Sino-Japanese relations were significant in the late 19th century, so it is 
understandable why a pinyin-like guide to pronunciation might have been applied. 

 While the texts introduced thus far seemed to market themselves on their scientific 
foundations, Imamura Gentarou’s Practical English Conversation (1899) appears to have 
targeted a more general market. However, upon reading the text, the results reveal otherwise. 
First and foremost, the Japanese title (英和実用会話: 簡易速成) is somewhat different from the 
English translated title, as it suggests that the reader can learn practical English quickly and 
easily. The introduction to the text further emphasizes the need to study “easy and practical” 
English in the late 19th century (see Figure 8).  
 Essentially, the book starts by introducing a Romanized katakana chart, followed by  
a spelling guide featuring some phonics, which, by the way, are all complemented with 
katakana pronunciation guides (see Figure 9 and 10). 
 After several pages of these pronunciation guides, the book then introduces basic 
vocabulary sets such as numbers, pronouns, prepositions, and greetings. This is then 
followed by more specific vocabulary sets such as terms of address and vocabulary used 
specifically for business and trade purposes. Needless to say, katakana and errors are 
everywhere to be seen (see Figure 11). 
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 Further into the text there is a dialogues section. Once again, the example 
sentences are supplemented with full sentences of kana for pronunciation guidance. 
Dialogue contexts include at the hatter’s, at the tailor’s, at a shipping broker, at a play-things 
shop, at a fruit shop, asking a way (asking for directions), and similar situations one might 
encounter when travelling or living abroad. While not all contexts may have been relevant, 
many of them were fairly plausible situations, considering that the book was published at a 
time when a number of students and scholars were studying abroad in England or serving in 
the military between the Sino-Japanese war and the Boxer Rebellion. To cater for the latter 
type of students, less general dialogue contexts include talking about a soldier (Figure 13) or 
a police man. Evidently some dialogues were rather lengthy and arguably impractical - 
reinforcing that the emphasis is on simply rote learning the katakana pronunciations. 

 Towards the end of the book, a guide for letter writing is included. Rather 
surprisingly, even the template for writing letters placed katakana above every lexical item. 

Speakeasy Journal: Volume 29, 2017 41

 Figure 8: Imamura’s Introduction     Figure 9: Katakana Chart           Figure 10: Spelling Chart 

Figure 11: Vocabulary Set        Figure 12: Short Phrases                        Figure 13: Dialogues



The purpose of this seems a little unclear since letter writing generally does not involve 
articulation. In any case, after this section, the text ends abruptly with the Romanized forms of 
common Japanese names, names of prefectures, towns, and currencies. 
 Perhaps the author and publisher had legitimate reasons to select the specific 
content I noted and present it in an arbitrary fashion, but rather than being concerned about 
the content or structure of the text, I am concerned about the overwhelming use of katakana, 
the simplified spelling chart, and the assumption that one can drastically improve one’s 
speaking and pronunciation skills through rote learning of katakana-ized phrases. Although 
not entirely impossible, self-study is arguably not the best way to improve one’s conversation 
and pronunciation skills. Having said that, if we take into account the context, specifically, the 
fact that many students in pre-war Japan were learning English for military or trade purposes 
(and quickly at that), then this text may well have been a valuable resource for them. In 
addition, given that Japanese education has roots in Confucian culture, rote learning is still 
emphasized and practiced in many learning contexts even to this day. Due to these reasons, 
I argue that the supply and demand of these simplified speed-learning texts has probably 
been consistent for over the last 150 years or so. 

Contemporary self-study pronunciation texts 
Having considered several texts from the Meiji period, let us now turn to the current situation 
in the self-study publishing scene in Japan. Have texts or people’s attitudes towards 
language learning changed? At least we can acknowledge there are a great variety of texts 
and learning tools available now, but as I will demonstrate, there are the exceptional few 
authors whose attitudes have not changed. These are the people who perpetuate speed-
learning culture and even take pride in maintaining the Katakana-English tradition. One of 
these authors and one of these texts is the aforementioned怖いくらい通じるカタカナ英語 
(Uncannily effective rules of getting by with Katakana-English) written by Ikegaya Yuji and 
published by Kodansha in late 2016. However, prior to examining the text itself, it is 
necessary to briefly consider the author’s background. Believe it or not, Ikegaya holds a 
Ph.D. in pharmacology and is currently employed as a professor in the same field at Tokyo 
University. He studied abroad in New York for two and a half years and his experience of 
being unable to both comprehend and produce naturally-spoken English was the inspiration 
for this book.  
 Also, there is a disclaimer section in the introduction where Ikegaya claims three 
things: 1) That being born and raised in Japan, it is too late for him to cultivate and produce 
authentic English pronunciation (a belief based on scientific evidence), so he can only 
produce a katakana accent; 2) Due to the reasons in 1), his pronunciation is beyond repair 
and incomprehensible; and 3) Despite 1) and 2), he found that when he changed the 
katakana characters slightly, his English apparently became more intelligible (2016, p.7). He 
goes on to admit that he is not an English professor, nor did he receive any special English 
education. Therefore, the methods of pronouncing Katakana-English introduced in his book 
are, by his admission, not perfect and the book itself is not suitable as an English textbook 
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or for students taking English exams. Nevertheless, Ikegaya still believes that it is a suitable 
resource for Japanese EFL learners who want to be understood by Americans and/or 
communicate and sound like near-native speakers, even if they are not perfect (2016, p.7; 
p.37). He understands that linguists believe that Katakana-English is a terrible way to learn 
pronunciation, but defends his stance by stating that he is not aiming for perfection - he is 
merely “giving a gift” to absolute beginners of English or people like him, who have simply 
given up hope on being able to converse smoothly and accurately (2016, p.8). He believes 
it is futile to strive for perfection, therefore using Katakana-English is apparently acceptable. In 
fact, Ikegaya even claims, without providing any references, that the neural circuits of 
Japanese brains were not built for English pronunciation. In all honesty, Ikegaya knows that 
his methods will be criticized and “made fun of,” but he insists that it is simply because 
people who are good at English do not understand the feelings of those who are not (2016, 
p.31).  
 Ikegaya then starts the book by offering advice to his readers. First, in order for 
these absolute beginners and hopeless learners to overcome their issues with 
communicating in English, Ikegaya argues that they have to reset everything they have been 
taught about English and deeply consider the notion that Katakana-English might actually be 
a good thing. Once learners grasp this, according to Ikegaya, they will maintain their 
motivation levels and continue practicing enthusiastically. But how long can one practice 
enthusiastically or maintain these levels of motivation? According to Ikegaya, readers should 
practice the same example sentences 70 times (2016, p.9).  He does so without justifying 
why. Although subject to debate, I find this boot camp-like approach to language learning 
hardly sustainable for most learners. 

 In Part II and Part III of the book, Ikegaya covers what he calls a “Practical English 
course for beginners” in which phrases are arbitrarily introduced. There is very little structure, 
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Figure 14: Beginner’s Course



if any. Furthermore, the English introduced is largely casual and colloquial and localized to 
reflect various situations one might encounter in New York which. In regards to the slight 
alterations to the Katakana-English that Ikegaya makes, it is obvious that he has made the 
alterations based on a typical New York accent. While that may be resourceful for those 
living or moving to New York, it does not really cater for people who need to be able to 
understand a variety of English speakers. Take, for instance, the following excerpt (Figure 14) 
where you can see some examples of this particular variant of Katakana-English. For 
example, “Not at all” becomes ナラロウ (nararou). Furthermore, on each page, there is also 
a QR code that connects the reader to the MP3 recordings of the phrases being spoken by 
a Japanese learner and a so-called native speaker.  
 After pages of these collections of arbitrary phrases, Part IV becomes even more 
problematic. In this section, Ikegaya introduces and explains 13 specific rules that must be 
learned and drilled. There are also four supplementary rules that cover exceptions and 
irregular pronunciations. However, before covering the supplementary rules, I will provide a 
brief overview of the 13 rules, followed by the rather challenging practice questions (Figures 
15 and 16). 

In numerical order:  
1. The (L) at the end of a word should be pronounced as (ウ);  
2. (A) should be pronounced as (エア);  
3. (-ION) ending words should be pronounced as (シュン);  
4. (T) ending words should simply drop the (T);  
5. (O) is (ア);  
6. (I) should be pronounced as (エ);  
7. (T) sounds should borrow katakana from the (ラ/RA-RO group);  
8. (US) should be pronounced as (エス);  
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9. (アー/ɜː) should be pronounced as (ウオア);  
10. (アー) at the end of a sentence should be pronounced as (オ);  
11. With words that end in (NT), drop the (T);  
12. (W) should be pronounced as (ウウ); and  
13. With words ending in (-TANT), only the (N) is slightly voiced.  

 After studying these rules, readers are then encouraged to attempt the “Practice 
Questions” (Figure 23). For example, instead of “ボストン” (Boston), the Ikegaya-
recommended pronunciation is “バッスン.” Debatable to say the least, but as the disclaimer 
reminds us, this is not a work of linguistic merit. 
 Now aside from the 13 “standard” rules that Ikegaya provides, he also 
acknowledges that there are exceptions - four of them, to be precise. The first is the 
notorious /L/ and /R/problem. Ikegaya claims that the Japanese brain cannot differentiate 
between /L/ and /R/ very well, and he adds that to aim for perfection is simply impossible 
(2016, p.165). Again, he argues this without providing empirical evidence or studies to 
substantiate his claims. On a positive note, for the first time in the book, Ikegaya explains 
(without diagrams) how to produce the (L) and (R) sounds, respectively. (L), he says, can be 
produced by simply biting one’s tongue, whereas (R) can be produced by keeping one’s 
tongue suspended in one’s mouth, not touching anything at all. The second exception is the 
(B) and (V) problem. Ikegaya suggests that (B) is equivalent to the バ行 (ba, bi, bu, be, bo 
row) in Japanese, while (V) is produced by biting the lower lip. He further adds that it is 
understandable if learners cannot tell the difference between (B) and (V), but notes that ヴ is 
a better alternative when producing (V) sounds. For example, village =ヴエレッジ. The third 
exception to his rules is related to the trouble many Japanese learners of English have with 
distinguishing (F) from (H) sounds. For Ikegaya, (F) is simply produced by biting one’s lower 
lip, while (H) is equivalent to the ハ行 (ha, hi, fu, he, ho row) in Japanese. Rather simplistic 
considering the pronunciation of フ (fu) is quite different than (hʊ). For instance, the word 
“hook” would still be pronounced as “フック.” The final exception Ikegaya touches on is 
one of the most notoriously difficult to pronounce, the (TH) sound. This is probably the first 
time in the book that the phonetic symbols are introduced: namely, Θ and ð. In spite of this, 
Ikegaya suggests that the standardザ (“za”, the common katakanization of the word “the”) 
should be traded for ダ, and therefore using the タ orダ行 (‘ta’ and ‘da’ rows, respectively) 
will suffice to produce (TH) sounds as long as one bites their tongue. Considering the variety 
of Englishes one may be exposed to living or working in a globalized context, this is 
perhaps one of the more useful rules. Taking into account the difficulty that many learners of 
English with Asian language backgrounds have with (TH), I would argue that this rule is fairly 
reasonable, but not a standard by any means. 
 After the introduction of the aforementioned rules, in the last part of the book, 
Ikegaya discusses his various views on language acquisition, making a lot of 
commonsensical and also a lot of contentious claims along the way. As heavily biased and 
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overly pessimistic his arguments are, it is, however, necessary to cover some of the major 
claims that Ikegaya makes. They are as follows: 

1. First, he argues that adult beginners should give up on the idea of mastering English. For 
Ikegaya, English is just a tool (2016, p.184). While giving up on perfection is a 
reasonable suggestion, striving for excellence is not necessarily bad. 

2. Although the Katakana-English method may be considered an easy way out for people 
who are not particularly good at speaking English, Ikegaya argues that it does involve a 
lot of hard work. Namely, one has to repeat the phrases 70 times (2016, p.197). Again, 
no empirical evidence or reasoning behind this required number is outlined.  

3. Children should be exposed to English from a very young age if they have any hope in 
becoming better English speakers. For Ikegaya, once you get old, it is “too late.” (2016, 
pp.178-179, p.207) The former claim holds some validity, but the latter claim is certainly 
debatable. For some, it is never too late to learn a language—it just requires more effort. 

4. Japanese learners cannot differentiate between (R) and (L) sounds because there is no 
(L) in Japanese. Furthermore, due to a lack of exposure to (L) and contexts in which 
one can practice or use it, as an evolutionary phenomenon, Japanese people’s ability to 
pick up or distinguish (L) devolved (2016, p.165). Evidently, Ikegaya’s claims seem to be 
informed by evolutionary theory and biological determinism. The problem with this is that 
he denies the argument that newborns have the ability to pick up a variety of phonetic 
input and listen for phonetic detail (Werker and Tees, 2014, p.509). Everyone is arguably 
born with this capability, but exposure to linguistic input is necessary to develop these 
skills. It is quite problematic to assume that Japanese children are born with the ability to 
only hear Japanese sounds. 

Conclusion 
Without needlessly searching for, let alone reading contemporary speed-learning texts, it is 
evident that there is a market for them and that they continue to be published. In all fairness, 
would it not be nice to learn another language with little to no effort? While instructors might 
look down on rote learning and the use of Katakana-English, it is essential to take into 
account the learners’ needs, the English language learning environment in Japan, and the 
publishing industry’s response to its consumers needs. On this note, and in short, what I 
have tried to argue in this paper is that the publishing industry in Japan is partly responsible 
for perpetuating ザ ・カタカナ・イングリシュー. However, this is possibly due to the fact 
that there is a great demand for it and unfortunately, it seems like the respective supply of 
speed learning materials advocating the use of Katakana-English pronunciation seems to 
show no signs of slowing. While this is beyond the control of English instructors, what they 
can do is try to understand their students’ needs, maximize the time spent on pronunciation 
in class, and stress the importance of producing intelligible English. As futile as it may be to 
simply undo a tradition of Katakana-English pronunciation spanning over a century, striving 
to produce intelligible (if Katakanized) English is at least a feasible pursuit. 
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Dear Members of Gunma JALT, 
 High is 86, low is 57, sunrise at 6:19, and sunset at 4:46. This is what my second 
hometown is like this time of the year—San Diego, California. Being born and raised in 
Gunma, Japan, I never expected that I would call this place my second hometown. Although 
I truly love and enjoy living here, I always miss my true hometown. 
  My first JALT meeting was back in 2015, after coming back from the exchange 
program at San Diego State University. At the time, I vaguely started thinking about applying 
for Master's programs in the U.S. I'd always wanted to become an English teacher at the 
secondary level in Japan, but the experience at State and the time at the JALT meetings 
have had a major impact on my life. During the exchange program, I learned the value of 
teachers who understand the relationship between linguistics and language teaching. JALT 
meetings and the knowledgeable members also gave me opportunities to think about 
practical issues in EFL teaching which could relate to theoretical aspects in linguistics. After 
attending some of the meetings, I became interested in teaching at the higher education level 
as many of the Gunma JALT members. 
 In 2016, after graduating from Gunma University with a BA in education, I got back 
in San Diego and started the MA program in linguistics at San Diego State. As I had known 
some professors and graduate students since the exchange program, that was a simple 
choice to come back here and continue my education. Now, while working on my third 
semester as a graduate student, I'm teaching Japanese to undergraduate students. Although 
my major interests are language acquisition and teaching in EFL settings, I have learned so 
much from the teaching experience at State.  
 In next spring semester, I’m finishing all of the requirements. I originally wanted to 
stay in the States after the program, but I decided to go back and get working experience in 
EFL teaching. In summer, I will take the teacher’s license exam in my hometown. Although I 
will leave here for a while, if I keep dreaming, I can always come back to the States and 
resume studying, I believe. 

     I’d like to express my special thanks to Mr. 
John Larson and Mr. Raymond Hoogenboom for 
giving me this great opportunity to contribute to the 
Speakeasy. I’m also grateful to Gunma JALT for 
having a major impact on my life. I wish the 
Speakeasy another successful year ahead and 
hopefully I will be back to Gunma JALT soon in the 
near future! 

Aya Horigome 
Graduate Student at San Diego State University 
America
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