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An Alternative Approach to 
Foreign Language Education 
in Japan with a View toward 
Becoming a Multicultural Society
Mitsunori Takakuwa

7.1 Introduction

In compulsory education in public schools in Japan, foreign language 
education formerly began in lower secondary schools in principle. 
From 2011 it was introduced in elementary schools as well. Thus 
Japanese students in public schools are supposed to have the chance to 
learn foreign languages for at least several years during their compul-
sory education. Nonetheless, in reality, their choices are limited: they 
can learn only English, not other foreign languages, under the current 
national curriculum. English education is the foreign language educa-
tion provided in compulsory education in Japanese public schools, 
and other foreign language education has been neglected. However, 
Japanese society is not as ethnically homogeneous as it has appeared 
to be (Burgess, 2007; Okubo, 2008; Tsuneyoshi, 2004). There are about 
two million foreigners registered in Japan, and more importantly, they 
are from various countries and regions, including where English is not 
primarily used (Ministry of Justice, 2012). Thus it can be said that Japan 
has now become a linguistically and culturally diverse society. Should 
we still continue to adhere to the “English education only” policy?

This study surveys foreign language education in Japanese compul-
sory education under the current national curriculum. It then examines 
the effectiveness of foreign language education in the context of Japan 
as a multicultural society, with special emphasis on schools with foreign 
children who have no knowledge of the Japanese language. Finally, the 
study sets forth an alternative approach to foreign language education, 
which is in line with Japanese society becoming increasingly multicul-
tural and multilingual.
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7.2 English education as the de facto foreign language 
education

In the academic year of 2011, starting in April and ending in March 
the following year, English education was officially introduced in 
elementary schools in Japan. Although the grade in which students 
start learning English varies from place to place, the national curricu-
lum, or the Course of Study, for elementary schools specifies what is to 
be learned in grades five and six. This means that Japanese elementary 
school students will have started to learn English by the time they are 
in grade five at the latest. It should be noted that English education 
in elementary schools is formally called “Foreign Language Activities.” 
Therefore, any other foreign language instead of, or in addition to, 
English could theoretically be taught. However, in reality, English is 
the choice of language as specified in the national curriculum for-
mulated by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and 
Technology (hereafter MEXT): “In principle English should be selected 
for foreign language activities” (MEXT, 2010). Thus in Japan “Foreign 
Language Activities” in elementary schools is practically synonymous 
with English education.

Japan adopts a nine-year-long compulsory education system from 
grade one to grade nine. Japanese students have an additional three 
years of “foreign” language education after graduating from elemen-
tary school. However, even at the lower secondary school level 
(grades seven through nine), foreign language education usually 
implies English education. The national curriculum for lower sec-
ondary schools lists “Foreign Languages” as the name of the subject 
to be taught along with other subjects, such as Japanese language, 
mathematics, and science. However, it is easy to recognize that only 
English is intended in the curriculum. There are three sections in the 
“Foreign Languages” curriculum for lower secondary students: over-
all objective, objectives and contents for each language, and lesson 
plan design and treatment of the contents (MEXT, 2011a). The first 
and third sections are brief, and much of the space is reserved for the 
second section. This extensive section is unevenly divided into two 
parts: “English” and “Other Foreign Languages.” The way English edu-
cation is implemented is explained in great detail. For example, one 
of the three subsections under the heading of “English” is “contents,” 
which contains how four skills of English should be incorporated in 
language activities, how pragmatic functions of language should be 
treated in those activities, what phonological, lexical, or grammatical 
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items of English should be taught, and how these items should be 
treated in class.

Compared to this detailed treatment of “English,” the explanation of 
“Other Foreign Languages” in the same section, “Objectives and con-
tents for each language,” of the curriculum is markedly brief. Under the 
heading of “Other Foreign Languages” there is only one sentence, say-
ing “Instruction for foreign languages other than English should follow 
the objectives and contents of English instruction” (MEXT, 2011a, p. 8). 
MEXT is the only agency in Japan to control education in general. As 
Seargeant (2009) pointed out, the Japanese educational system is highly 
centralized. Even when local governments set their own educational 
goals, they should follow the national curriculum. With the power and 
control that MEXT has, it specifies what to teach and how to teach 
it in great detail in the national curricula for academic subjects, as is 
the case with “English” described above. Thus, if MEXT had indeed 
intended to implement foreign language education other than English 
at the lower secondary level, it would have laid down the contents and 
the methodology of language teaching for other languages as well in the 
national curriculum. Instead, as we saw above, MEXT provided a very 
brief explanation in a single sentence. This lack of detailed explanation 
on foreign language education other than English suggests that MEXT 
does not take its implementation into serious consideration.

One could argue that MEXT’s inclusion of this brief sentence implies 
that they are serious about implementing foreign language education 
other than English. However, this interpretation is highly unlikely, 
because it is practically impossible to follow the objectives and con-
tents of English instruction when teaching other foreign languages. As 
mentioned above, the current national curriculum introduces English 
education in elementary school. The previous curriculum empha-
sized inculcating listening and speaking abilities in English. However, 
because English education would now be introduced at the elementary 
level, a revision was made to the curriculum such that lower secondary 
school students could develop their abilities in all four English language 
skills, because these skills would be built on the foundation of students’ 
communication abilities, which were intended to be formed at the ele-
mentary school level (MEXT, 2011c; National Institute for Educational 
Policy Research, 2012). However, since foreign language activities at 
the elementary level are synonymous with English education, there is 
virtually no basis for foreign languages other than English. How can 
learners of a foreign language who have no knowledge of that language 
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learn it effectively by following a curriculum that assumes they already 
have some prior knowledge of the language? This is akin to novice 
learners of a foreign language being forced to start their very first lesson 
at an intermediate level. If MEXT were serious about implementing 
foreign language education other than English, the organization would 
have developed another curriculum in which the objectives, instruc-
tions, and contents differed from those of English. Therefore, in reality, 
during the period of compulsory education in Japan both “Foreign 
Language Activities” in elementary schools and “Foreign Languages” 
in lower secondary schools are practiced solely through English education, 
and MEXT cannot be considered to be serious about implementing 
foreign language education other than English in compulsory educa-
tion, despite the fact that Japan is a multicultural society.

7.3 English education for whom?

As we saw above, English education is the de facto foreign language 
education in the compulsory education system in Japan. It is true that 
English is among the most influential languages in the world today in 
the sense that it is primarily used in international communications in 
politics and businesses. However, it is also true that not everyone will 
be involved in such international communications. Among the biggest 
reasons to reallocate initial English education to elementary school 
level was that many Japanese people did not have good command of 
English even after about six to ten years of English education, includ-
ing higher education, before it was introduced to elementary schools 
(Seargeant, 2009), and that starting to learn English at an earlier age 
was thought to be the solution to the Japanese people’s lack of profi-
ciency in English. That is, it was assumed that extending the period of 
English study would enable Japanese people to become proficient in it. 
This solution may work in some contexts, and may not in others. For 
the solution of making the period of English learning longer to work 
effectively, it should also be assumed that Japanese people’s relatively 
poor English proficiency level, if indeed it exists, is due to the limited 
amount of time spent learning English. However, the factors that affect 
second language learning are more complicated (e.g. Andreou, G., 
Vlachos, & Andreou, E., 2005; Ellis, 2004). If one has no contact time 
with a target language, one is not likely to acquire it. If one lives in an 
environment in which the target language is primarily used and has 
much contact time with it by using it daily, one is likely to acquire it. 
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In this sense, increasing contact time with the target language may lead 
to enhancing learners’ proficiency levels. But it is unknown how much 
contact time is enough for them to become proficient in the language 
on the continuum of contact time between zero and every day. Under 
the current national curriculum, Japanese fifth and sixth graders will 
experience English education for 35 periods (each a 50-minute class) per 
year—the same amount of time as is dedicated to “Moral Education.” 
Would it be considered a significant amount of time to add 70 periods 
(roughly equaling 58 hours) of English lessons in the last two years of 
elementary schools?

Motivation is also an important factor in second language learning 
(e.g. Dörnyei, 2001; Gardner, 2010). In Japan many people do not need 
English to live their daily lives (Yano, 2008). Although some people 
may use English at work, they do not need it when buying groceries, 
commuting, going to hospitals, banks, or public offices, and so on. Two 
types of motivation can be introduced here: integrative and instru-
mental motivations concerning second language learning (Gardner & 
MacIntyre, 1991). Some learners are interested in the target language 
itself, the countries or regions in which it is primarily used, and the 
cultures associated with those who use it. Such learners can be said to 
have integrative motivation to learn the target language. Other learn-
ers tend to regard the language as some instrument or tool by which 
they can fulfill their desires to accomplish tasks in, say, business. These 
learners are thought to have instrumental motivation to learn the target 
language. In Japan, many people whose first language is Japanese do not 
have to use English. In such a situation, it appears difficult to encourage 
learners to maintain either type of motivation long enough for them 
to become proficient in the target language. Of course, there are some 
people who were able to learn it successfully with either or both types 
of motivation. It is likely that language teachers are among them. Other 
professionals or workers who use it for their business may also have 
been successful in maintaining motivation to learn it (Kubota, 2011; 
Seargeant, 2009). However, it is not as easy to maintain motivation to 
learn the target language as those who have been successful in being 
motivated may think it is.

Terasawa (2011) pointed out that the view that Japanese people have 
aspirations to learn English is misleading. A large-scale social survey of 
n � 2,507, which investigated the behaviors and thoughts of Japanese 
people based on the two-stage stratified random sampling ( JGSS Research 
Center, n.d.), showed that about 40% of Japanese valued English skills 
either for their work or their personal life while the remaining of about 
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60% did not. More detailed analyses showed that, according to type of 
job, those who were professional workers valued English skills highly, 
whereas people in other occupations did not. In the “Professional” cate-
gory, 69.9% of 113 male workers and 60.4% of 134 female workers put 
a relatively high valuation on English skills for their jobs. Also 63.7% of 
113 male workers and 51.8% of 137 female workers valued English skills 
highly for their hobbies or personal relationships. The category of types 
of job that comes after “Professional” is “Managerial.” In this category, 
52.5% of 40 male workers and 25.0% out of four female workers valued 
English skills for their jobs, and 57.5% of 40 male workers and 75.0% 
of four female workers valued English skills highly for their hobbies or 
personal relationships. It should be noted here that the relatively high 
percentage of 75.0% may be due to the small sample sizw, that is n � 4 
for this category. Thus caution is needed to evaluate this figure. For 
workers in other types of job (“Agricultural,” “Skilled,” “Semi-skilled,” 
“Unskilled,” “Clerical,” and “Sales”), the highest percentage was 54.2% 
out of 168 male clerical workers who valued English skills highly. Thus 
it is safe to conclude that, except for those who are professional workers, 
the majority of Japanese people do not think English skills are impor-
tant for their jobs and/or their personal lives.

From a slightly different perspective, it can be pointed out that 
among the parents of students who go to school and study English, 
the majority do not value English skills highly. The students also know 
that Japanese people do not need to use English in their daily lives. 
How can they be motivated to learn English then? It could be argued 
that English will be useful when visiting foreign countries or regions. 
However, the number of people who go overseas should be consid-
ered. Table 7.1 shows the total number of Japan’s population, Japanese 
nationals overseas who stay overseas longer than three months, and 
Japanese overseas travelers (Japan National Tourism Organization, n.d.; 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2011; Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and Communications, n.d.).

In Table 7.1 the number of Japanese nationals living in Japan is used 
to show a rough measure of how many Japanese people may need to 
use English after they study it under the national curriculum. Japan’s 
total population is slightly larger than the number of Japanese nation-
als since the former includes other nationals living in Japan. As we can 
see, the number of Japanese nationals overseas is very small compared 
to Japanese nationals in Japan. Its ratio is less than 1%. The number of 
Japanese overseas travelers is much larger than that of Japanese nation-
als overseas. Still the number of Japanese overseas travelers accounts for 
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no more than 14% of that of Japanese nationals in Japan. Of course, 
it is unlikely that every one of the Japanese nationals overseas and 
Japanese overseas travelers has to be proficient in English, since some 
of them may go to countries or regions where English is not used pri-
marily. However, for the sake of discussion, let us assume that everyone 
in these two categories would need to use English. Still the proportion 
of Japanese who need English is relatively small, and the conclusion 
that the majority of Japanese do not need English for their daily lives is 
tenable. Then why do Japanese students have to study English, among 
other foreign languages, for at least five years of compulsory educa-
tion (grades five through nine), and probably for three additional years 
(grades ten through twelve) in upper secondary school? Do all of them 
have to learn it even when the majority of them are unlikely to need it? 
Maybe now is the time to consider whether English education should 
be the de facto foreign language education in Japan.

7.4 Diversity in Japanese society

As we have seen so far, the majority of Japanese people do not need 
English for their daily lives. Are there any other foreign languages they 
might encounter in Japan? Table 7.2 shows the number of registered for-
eigners and the breakdowns by nationalities (Ministry of Justice, 2012).

As Figure 7.1 shows, the number of registered foreigners gradually 
increased from 2001 and peaked in 2008, when over 2.2 million foreign 
residents were registered. After that the number declined, and, as of 
2011, just over two million foreign residents were registered (Ministry of 

Table 7.1 Japanese population, Japanese nationals overseas, and Japanese overseas 
travelers

Year Japanese population Japanese nationals 
overseas

Japanese overseas 
travelers

2001 125,930,000 837,744 16,215,657
2002 126,053,000 871,751 16,522,804
2003 126,206,000 911,062 13,296,330
2004 126,266,000 961,307 16,831,112
2005 126,205,000 1,012,547 17,403,565
2006 126,286,000 1,063,695 17,534,565
2007 126,347,000 1,085,671 17,294,935
2008 126,340,000 1,116,993 15,987,250
2009 126,343,000 1,131,807 15,445,684
2010 126,382,000 1,143,357 16,637,224

Sources: Japan National Tourism Organization (n.d.); Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 
(2011); Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (n.d.)
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Figure 7.1 Total number of registered foreigners in Japan
Source: Ministry of Justice (2012).

Justice, 2012). Out of the total number of 2,078,508 registered foreigners, 
Chinese constitute about 33%, Koreans constitute about 26%, and both 
Brazilians and Filipinos constitute about 10% (see Figure 7.2).

Table 7.2 and Figures 7.1 and 7.2 show that the majority of registered 
foreigners originally came from Asian and South American countries. 
Because no data are available for the first language of these registered 
foreigners, we cannot be sure of which languages they use primarily. 
However, the fact that in these Asian and South American countries 
English is not primarily used as the first language of those who live there 
suggests that not everyone from these countries is proficient in English 
to the extent that they can live their daily lives using English without 
any difficulty. Then what would happen in terms of communication if 
the majority of Japanese who do not need and thus do not use English 
for their daily lives meet these foreigners from Asia and South American 
countries in Japan? Theoretically, it is possible to use English to commu-
nicate with each other. However, this type of communication requires 
that both parties be proficient in English. Whether the foreigners can 
use English or not, the majority of Japanese do not. Thus this type of 
communication seems rare in reality. Another scenario is for both par-
ties to use Japanese. Anecdotally this type of communication seems 
much more common than the first one (Kubota & McKay, 2009). This is 
not surprising in that there are many foreigners who have lived in Japan 
and become proficient in Japanese. Even those foreigners who are not 
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so proficient in Japanese are likely to be aware that it is primarily, and 
exclusively in most cases, used in Japan, and that they are expected to 
communicate in Japanese while they are in Japan. This type of commu-
nication is consistent with the language policy with which the Japanese 
government has put assimilation pressure on them (Tsuneyoshi, 2004; 
Vaipae, 2001). Japan has not actively accepted immigrants (Kanno, 
2008; Sato, Okamoto, & Miyao, 2009). As it is rapidly becoming an 
aging society (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, n.d.), it seems to 
have come to realize that, without people from outside the country, it 
is very difficult to sustain such a rapidly aging society. Currently there 
are about two million registered foreigners, which accounts for less 
than 2% of Japanese population. Thus these foreigners are considered 
minority groups compared to the mainstream Japanese nationals. For 
the minority groups, about 79% of whom are people from Asian and 
South American countries, the Japanese government has been trying to 
help them acquire Japanese. Also at present many local governments, 
along with the Japanese government, offer important notices and 
instructions concerning the civil service in Chinese, Korean, Spanish, 
and Portuguese, as well as Japanese and English. If some areas have a 

Philippines
10.1%

Peru
2.5%

USA
2.4%

China
32.5%

Korea
26.2%

Brazil
10.1%

Others
16.2%

Figure 7.2 Percentage of registered foreigners by nationality in 2011
Source: Ministry of Justice (2012).
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relatively large number of other minority groups whose first language 
is not among those listed above, the local governments may translate 
notices and instructions into languages used by these groups as well 
or instead. However, apart from translated documents, face-to-face 
services in the minority languages are very limited. Such services by 
which foreigners will receive assistance in the civil services in their first 
languages are often provided by local organizations, including NGOs 
and NPOs, not by local governments (Burgess, 2007; Tsuneyoshi, 2004). 
The fact that services in minority languages are limited in Japan is not 
surprising given that the majority of Japanese people are not proficient 
even in English, which they learn at school for several years, let alone 
in other languages, which are virtually neglected in foreign language 
education in compulsory education as we saw above. However, would it 
not be qualified as another type of communication in the present Japan 
that both Japanese and foreigners should try to learn each other’s lan-
guage? That is, while foreigners keep learning Japanese, Japanese people 
could also try to learn other foreign languages in addition to English. 
This would allow both parties to interact with each other in two-way 
communication.

7.5 Foreign language education in line with 
internal internationalization

Like the English, the majority of Japanese do not need other foreign 
languages either since they can live their daily lives in Japanese unless 
they swiftly become aware of the necessity to learn foreign languages 
mentioned above. Thus English and other foreign languages are simi-
lar in terms of usefulness for the majority of Japanese in their daily 
lives. However, a difference between them can be found in terms of the 
number of registered foreigners living in Japan, as we saw in Figure 7.2. 
Although no data are available for how many of these registered foreign-
ers actually have a language closely associated with their countries of 
origin as their first language, it can be safely estimated that there is at 
least a slightly larger chance for Japanese to encounter foreigners whose 
first language is, or who have a good command of, Chinese, Korean, 
Portuguese, or Spanish than those with English. In this sense Japan can 
be regarded as a multicultural and multilingual society. Thus it is just as 
well worth learning other foreign languages as it is to learn English. The 
word kokusaika, which literally means internationalization, is often heard 
in many contexts in Japan (Ertl, 2008). However, internationalization is 
usually associated with English, not with other foreign languages. This 
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seems to be due to the assumption that internationalization occurs when 
Japanese people go abroad, that is, when the direction of internationali-
zation is outbound. Japanese people have an image of their going abroad, 
and thus they come to a conclusion that they need English outside 
Japan. However, as we saw above, internationalization does not occur 
unidirectionally. The opposite form of internationalization occurs when 
foreigners come from outside Japan. In this type of internationalization, 
which is called internal internationalization (Tsuneyoshi, 2004), the 
direction is inbound, and knowledge of the first languages of the foreign-
ers will enhance communication between them and Japanese people. 
In other words, there is a sizable conflict regarding internationalization 
for Japanese people. In internationalization in its traditional sense, they 
believe they have to use English, although this is not always true, and 
thus they try to learn and use it for communication with foreigners, 
even when they go to countries or regions in which English is not pri-
marily used. Thus Japanese people may believe that learning English is 
important, and English education as the de facto foreign language subject 
in compulsory education in Japan supports this view. In contrast, in 
internal internationalization, Japanese people believe they have only to 
use Japanese, and English if necessary, and thus they do not try to learn 
other foreign languages even if the foreigners who use them as their first 
language outnumber those who use English as such. This may be partly 
because Japan tries to assimilate foreigners into Japanese society by mak-
ing them learn Japanese on one hand and neglecting foreign language 
education other than English in the compulsory education system on the 
other. Implementing foreign language education other than English in 
compulsory education may lead to resolving this conflict.

7.6 Foreign children in schools

There is another valid reason to teach foreign languages other than 
English in the compulsory education system in Japan. As we saw above, 
at present there are about two million registered foreigners in Japan. The 
number of these figures has been decreasing slightly, partly because of 
the recession after the subprime mortgage crisis in 2008 and because of 
the Great Earthquake in Japan in 2011. However, the number of children 
whose first language is not Japanese and who need special assistance 
in the Japanese language at school has not decreased. MEXT (2011b) 
reported the following numbers of those children (see Table 7.3).

The numbers in Table 7.3 show students in all the public elementary 
schools, lower and upper secondary schools, and other types of schools, 
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which include schools for the educationally challenged. Data for 2009 
are missing because MEXT decided to conduct this survey every other 
year after 2008. A glance at this table suggests that the number of foreign 
students who need Japanese language instruction peaked in 2008, and 
it may have started to decline, given that the total number of registered 
foreigners peaked in 2008 and has declined since then (see Table 7.2 
and Figure 7.1). However, we cannot be sure about this, since, as stated 
above, the data are missing for 2009, and will be missing every other 
year after that, and thus we do not and will not have sufficient data to 
verify the interpretation of the data given above.

There is one thing we can reasonably conclude. Whether the number 
of foreign children who need Japanese language instruction stays the 
same or is decreasing, the total number of schools that host such students 
has increased since 2005, as in Table 7.4.

In other words, the possible decrease in numbers of such children, 
which might be related to the decrease in the total number of registered 
foreigners, does not affect the number of schools that host such stu-
dents. Of course, it is possible that the number might have been higher 
in 2009 than in 2010, and we cannot be sure about this since no data 
is available for 2009. Still we can safely conclude that the number has 
increased since 2008, when the number of registered foreigners has, and 
the number of foreign students who need Japanese language instruction 
also seems to have, started decreasing. This brings up another issue for 
discussion. That is, how do schools accommodate foreign students who 
need Japanese language instruction? As Burgess (2007) pointed out, 
additional teachers are dispatched for those schools that host a certain 

Table 7.3 Number of foreign children who require Japanese 
language instruction

Year Foreign children who need Japanese 
language instruction

2001 19,250
2002 18,734
2003 19,042
2004 19,678
2005 20,692
2006 22,413
2007 25,411
2008 28,575
2009 ( – )
2010 28,511

Source: MEXT (2011b).
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number of such students. This assistance does not seem sufficient, but it 
still is better than providing no support. About 80% of the schools that 
host such foreign students have four or fewer of them (MEXT, 2011b), 
and it is often the case that no additional teacher is dispatched for them 
(Burgess, 2007; Tsuneyoshi, 2004). Does having four foreign students 
require the school’s teachers to make significantly less effort than having 
five of them? The line drawn between these cases is arbitrary. In fact, 
even having one such student requires teachers to make tremendous 
efforts. In the Japanese compulsory education system, at least one 
teacher is assigned to each class as a homeroom teacher, who takes care 
of the students in the class in terms not only of the students’ academic 
progress but their school lives in general. Even when there is only 
one student in a class who needs Japanese language instruction, if the 
homeroom teacher does not speak their first language, the teacher has 
to make extra effort just to communicate with the student, let alone to 
take care of the student’s school life in general. To make matters worse, 
it is often the case that the parent or parents of such a student may not 
have knowledge of the Japanese language. Thus, if the teacher wants to 
talk to the parent(s), an interpreter may be needed. Otherwise, nego-
tiations between them would be likely to fail. Apparently, the teachers 
and the schools need much more support than they now receive from 
both national and local governments. Currently, local volunteers who 
have knowledge of the first language of the students who need Japanese 
instruction come to school and help them in class. However, not every 
school has those volunteers nearby. The most important thing is for the 
schools and teachers to be able to offer such support to those students.

Table 7.4 Number of schools hosting foreign children requiring 
Japanese language instruction

Year Schools hosting foreign children who need 
Japanese language instruction

2001 5,296
2002 5,130
2003 5,231
2004 5,346
2005 5,281
2006 5,475
2007 5,877
2008 6,212
2009 ( – )
2010 6,423

Source: MEXT (2011b).
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So how can teachers and schools systematically accommodate these 
students and negotiate with their parent(s) when local volunteers are 
not available? This is when we should come back to the discussion of 
foreign language education in Japan.

7.7 Conclusion

As we saw before, English education is the de facto foreign language 
taught in elementary and lower secondary schools in Japan. That is, in 
Japan’s compulsory education system, students in public schools study 
English as a foreign language, but not other languages. It is true that 
English is widely used around the world and, thus, to learn English 
is potentially useful. However, the majority of Japanese can live their 
daily lives without it. That is, English is a language that is useful, but 
not always necessary, for them. If so, they do not have to learn English 
to the extent that they are expected to become as proficient in it as 
those who use it as their first language. As we saw before, Japan is 
now a multicultural as well as multilingual society to a certain extent. 
For the majority of Japanese there are slightly higher chances to com-
municate in languages other than English inside Japan, although the 
likelihood is still low. Whether the target language is English or any 
other foreign language, it is not easy to become as proficient in it 
as those who use it as their first language with merely a few years of 
foreign language education in the country. This is mainly due to the 
fact that no foreign language is prevalent in Japan. However, if we can 
set the goal of foreign language education as to become proficient in it 
to the extent that Japanese people use it according to their goals and 
purposes, we can safely reduce the number of class periods for English 
in the compulsory education system, and make room for other foreign 
language education.

Thus, by introducing education in other foreign languages as well, 
we can not only teach other foreign languages to Japanese students, 
but also make them realize that English is not the foreign language but 
simply one of the foreign languages in the world. If Japanese students 
have knowledge of other foreign languages, students who come from 
overseas and use them as their first languages may feel more comfort-
able at school. It is also possible that some of the Japanese students 
may become teachers with such knowledge and help those students 
who come from outside Japan in their first languages. Because Japanese 
society is rapidly aging, it is anticipated that an even larger number of 
foreigners will be needed to sustain it. This will make Japan increasingly 
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multicultural and multilingual. Knowledge of foreign languages will 
then become key in the near future.
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