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Relativity in English language teaching

Judy Noguchi, Kansai Chapter President

E = mc® is the well-known expression of the
equivalence of mass and energy proposed by Albert
Einstein in 1905 (Einstein, 1905). This paper upset the
200-year-old theory of Newtonian mechanics in which
space and time are absolute realities (Wikipedia, 2013).
It was an instance of a “paradigm shift” although the
term was not coined until 1962 (Kuhn, 1962).

How is “relativity” related to English language
teaching? Why is the theme of the JACET 52™

International ~ Convention: “Collaboration  and
Relativization in English Language Education”?
While “collaboration” may be a familiar word,

“relativization” probably is not. Let us consider the
concept of “relativization.”

Einstein’s ideas on relativity laid the cornerstone for
modern physics. The crux of the theory is that space
and time are not ‘“absolute,” but “relative.” In other
words, what had been thought of as being complete in
and of themselves were actually dependent on the
factors surrounding them.

Could not the same be said for language and
language learning/teaching? There are many ways of
approaching the teaching of English. Evidence of this
comes from the many organizations related to English
teaching in Japan. Each approaches the task from a
slightly different viewpoint. Rather than compete with
each other, we should seek how to collaborate. Rather
than think of each of our viewpoints as being the
absolute one, we should recognize the “relativity” that
lies within. Through active discussion and interaction,
we should look for ways to quickly and effectively raise
the ability of our students to use English as global
citizens.

Today, English is used in everyday communications
by professionals around the world. It is the language
with which people get their work done; form bonds
with people of other countries, cultures and professions;
carry out serious discussions about standard setting and

Such
communication event lay the very foundations for the

the establishment of rules and regulations.

development of human society. English is the language
that is needed “to win the hearts of IOC members and
persuade them Tokyo has overcome its perceived
weakness” (Yuki, 2013). In an article about the Tokyo
visit of the International Olympic Committee
Evaluation Commission, Yuki writes, “The limited
number of articles written by foreign mass media about
the inspectors' visit to the capital and the Tokyo 2020
Bid Committee's tendency to avoid in-depth discussions
in question-and-answer sessions show there is room for
improvement.” People-to-people communication is
essential for building networks even at an international
level. Relying on interpreters is not the answer. Being
able to interact at the person-to-person level is what
makes the important difference.

As English teachers, we need to seriously consider
Rather
being overly concerned about being able to use

“perfect” English, we need to consider how to enable

what “kind” of English our students need.

our students to be able to use “effective” English.
Unfortunately, setting the benchmarks for “effective”
English is not as simple as those for “perfect” English,
for which there are dictionaries and reference books. In
contrast, being communicatively effective is a
“relative” concept which depends on the environment
in which the communication is taking place. This is
another area of “relativization” into which we need to
probe in order to identify the various environments in
which our students will participate, distill the necessary
communication skills that they should acquire, and
develop efficient ways to teach these skills. Steps in
this direction include the preparation of Can-Do rubrics
and criterion-referenced grading systems.

We must also remember that it is not only the surface
language features that are important. Our students must

be made aware of the fact that there are many other



ways of viewing the world. People from other regions,
cultures and religions have different expectations and
viewpoints. This does not mean relinquishing one’s
own culture and identity to match theirs but rather
being aware that differences do exist and that it is often
necessary to explain your actions and words to gain
intercultural understanding. In the Japanese culture, it is
often considered an affront to question people about
their actions and words. However, in an internationally
mixed situation, questions arise from a genuine need to
know and understand what is going on. This aspect of
“relativity” is difficult to capture and explain. It is part
of the challenge that we as English teachers need to
face.

The theme of the 52™ Convention suggests the need
for a paradigm shift in English language teaching in
Japan. “Relativization” refers to the recognition of
English as being “relative” to its usage rather than
being “absolute.” As college English teachers, we must
face the reality that our students will be competing on a
global stage when they leave the university in four to
six years. We cannot be complaining about their low
test scores or inability to speak fluently or read
critically. We MUST prepare them to be able to meet
the challenges that they will be facing. The best way to
do this is to open up avenues of communication with
our colleagues who are interested in various areas of
language and language teaching. By recognizing the
great value of this diversity of viewpoints and through
acknowledgement of the “relativization” that exists, we
need to strive toward “collaboration” to find the
optimal approaches to our common goal of raising the
level of English ability of our students.

Perhaps E = mc” can be adapted to English teaching,
where E = education, m = motivation, ¢ = creativity.
Our students need the motivation to acquire the
language and we as teachers need a double dose of
creativity to find ways to become even more effective
teachers.

All of us on the planning committee hope that the
52" convention from August 30 to September 1 at
Kyoto University, Yoshida Campus, will initiate a
continuing collaborative dialogue with colleagues in
related academic disciplines as well as researchers from
many overseas institutions. See you in Kyoto!
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Check the Kansai Chapter website for details:
http://www .jacet-kansai.org/
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The 3rd Lecture Meeting of the 2012 academic year
was held on March 9th at Kwansei Gakuin University
Umeda Campus, with 55 participants. Three members
of the Pedagogical English Grammar SIG presented
in-depth research “Toward the
pedagogical English grammar — What to change and
how?”.
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The JACET 52nd International Convention

- Theme: Collaboration and Relativization in English
Language Education

- Date: August 30 (Fri) — September 1 (Sun), 2013

- Venue: Kyoto University, Yoshida Campus

- Abstract: The expectations of English language

education have been changing rapidly over recent years.

In order to involved, closer

collaboration is needed with related disciplines. There

resolve the issues
is also a need to reconsider the role of JACET in
English language education based on relativization with
respect to other related disciplines and organizations.
The theme of “Collaboration and Relativization in
English Language Education” expresses this aim to
promote discussion of such issues in order to identify
emerging trends in English language education.
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The 1* lecture meeting of the 2013 academic year
- Speaker: Prof. Kiichi Fukui, Osaka University.
- Date: July 13, 2013
- Venue: Doshisha University, Imadegawa Campus
(http://www.doshisha.ac.jp/access/ima_access.html)
- Fee: JACET member, free; nonmember, ¥500.
No need to pre-register.
- Main language for presentation: Japanese.

Details available at the JACET Kansai Chapter



website (http://www.jacet-kansai.org).
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The JACET Kansai Journal (JKJ) Editorial
Committee announces the publication of JKJ No.15,
which will be mailed to members in early April. The
journal contains three research articles, three research
notes, and one application report as well as a special
section on looking ahead toward the next decade. The
Editorial Committee expresses its sincere gratitude to
the reviewers who devoted much time and effort to the
editorial process.

To submit a paper for the next issue, JKJ No. 16,
check the guidelines for details on the submission

procedures and requirements available at the end of JKJ
No. 15 or at the following URL:
http://www .jacet-kansai.org/file/toukoukitei e.pdf.
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Please immediately report any changes in your
address, affiliation, e-mail address, telephone numbers and
other information to JACET

(jacet@zb3.so-net.ne.jp).
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