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Constructing a Theoretical Model of the Effects  

of Using Pop Culture Materials in English Language Classes 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper qualitatively investigates the way in which beginning-level English language 

learners are affected by utilizing pop culture materials, such as movies and pop music. In order 

to understand the effects from various perspectives, qualitative comments were first collected 

with a free-description questionnaire from 83 college students who had been exposed to such 

materials for 6 months. The Modified Grounded Theory Approach was used to analyze the data 

and produce a theoretical model of the effects by identifying conceptual categories gained from 

the comments, making links between categories and establishing relationships between them. 

The results indicate that utilizing pop culture materials has a beneficial effect of promoting 

English learner motivation and positive attitudes toward language learning.  
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A Survey Study on English Proficiency and Teaching Skills for Teaching 

English in Japanese Elementary Schools  

 

Mai Matsunaga 

Kyoto Sangyo University 

 

Abstract 

This paper examined the results of a survey study that explored elementary school teachers’ 

perceptions of their current and desired levels of English proficiency and teaching skills. The 

results showed that gaps were found consistently between the current and desired levels, 

showing higher levels for the desired.  

 

Keywords  English education in elementary schools, English proficiency, teaching skills 

 

Introduction 

English Education in Japanese Elementary Schools 

In March 2008, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

(MEXT) introduced a revised course of study for elementary school education (MEXT, 

2008b). This new course of study was put into effect in April 2011. Within this revised course 

of study, all fifth and sixth graders are required to have a foreign language class, i.e., English 

class, once a week, of which homeroom teachers are mainly in charge of teaching. There are 

three objectives to this course of study: (a) to foster understanding of languages and cultures, 

(b) to promote active participation in communication, and (c) to develop basic communication 

skills. While English activities have been required in public elementary schools in Japan, the 

issue over the quality of teaching has repeatedly been one of the obstacles elementary schools 

have faced. In other words, more than 90% of English classes have been taught by homeroom 
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teachers (MEXT, 2008a) who are not necessarily trained English teachers since there have 

been no required courses on elementary school English education offered in teaching 

certificate programs for primary education. Therefore, the level of English teachers in 

elementary schools in terms of their English ability and teaching skills has been at the center 

of discussion among researchers (Butler, 2005; Higuchi, Kanamori, & Kunikata, 2005).  

In December 2013, claiming an urgent need to teach Japanese students the necessary 

skills to meet the demands of an ever-globalizing world, MEXT released an educational 

reform plan regarding English education from the primary to secondary levels. This new plan, 

called “English education reform plan corresponding to globalization,” aims at strengthening 

English education at the elementary school level and further advancing English education at 

the secondary levels. The plan states that new courses of study for the elementary school, 

junior high school, and senior high school levels will be released in 2018. Subsequently, they 

will be implemented incrementally from 2018 to 2020, and become effective at all public 

schools in 2020. Under the new course of study for elementary schools, third and fourth 

graders will be required to take an English activity class, focusing on nurturing foundations 

for communication skills, once or twice a week. The homeroom teachers will be mainly 

responsible for teaching these classes. Fifth and sixth graders will have to take three required 

classes per week, focusing on nurturing basic English language skills. And these classes will 

be taught by specialized English course teachers in addition to homeroom teachers. Moreover, 

the English classes for fifth and sixth graders will be categorized as a subject; therefore, 

course textbooks authorized by the ministry will be utilized. In regard to teacher training prior 

to the full-scale implementation of the new course of study in 2020, the ministry plans to hold 

training sessions both for specialized English course teachers and homeroom teachers. 

Furthermore, the ministry intends to create measures for additional posting and training of 

English education promotion leaders in each region, who will be responsible for training 

leader teachers of all schools in their regions (MEXT, 2013).  
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Previous Survey Studies Targeting Elementary School Teachers  

Survey studies on elementary school teachers’ attitudes towards foreign language 

activities (English activities) have been conducted both before and after the full 

implementation of the current course of study (e.g. Otani, 2014; Sakuma, 2010; Shinato, 

2012). These surveys have dealt with current situations and issues regarding teaching English 

at elementary schools.  The results of these surveys have often suggested the need to improve 

the English proficiency and teaching skills of teachers, and to provide adequate teacher 

training.  

There have also been survey studies focusing on the English ability of elementary 

school teachers. For example, Butler (2004) conducted a survey study focusing on elementary 

school teachers’ perceived and desired English proficiency levels in an Asian context (Korea, 

Taiwan, and Japan). Teachers from these three countries were asked to self-evaluate their 

current English proficiency levels and also to specify the minimum levels necessary for 

successful English teaching at an elementary school level. In the study, English proficiency 

was determined based on the seven elements of the FLOSEM (the Stanford Foreign Language 

Oral Skills Evaluation Matrix): (a) listening comprehension, (b) oral fluency, (c) vocabulary 

in speech, (d) pronunciation, (e) oral grammar, (f) reading comprehension, and (g) writing 

ability. The participants were asked to answer from a range of level 1 (lowest) to 6 (highest) 

with mid-levels in between. The results showed that the teachers in all three countries 

evaluated their proficiencies in productive skills weaker than those in receptive skills. They 

also perceived large gaps between their current English proficiency and the minimum level 

necessary for successful teaching. Looking specifically at the results of Japanese teachers 

(112 participants), the average proficiency level across all seven aspects was 2.67 for the 

current proficiency and 3.76 for the desired proficiency (F (1, 104) = 89.52, p < .0001, 2 

=.46). The gap between self-assessed current and desired levels of oral grammar was the 

largest. Based on this Butler study, Kobayashi and Miyamoto (2008) conducted a similar 

68



 
Mai MATSUNAGA 

69 
 

survey study on English ability of teachers both at private sectors and public elementary 

schools in Japan in 2005 and 2006. The survey included three categories: (a) competencies 

necessary for elementary school English teachers, (b) English proficiency necessary for 

elementary school English teachers, and (c) necessary elements for teacher training. The 

second category, English proficiencies, asked teachers to self-evaluate their current English 

proficiency levels and also to specify the minimum levels necessary for successful English 

teaching at the elementary school level. The English proficiency included four aspects: (a) 

listening and speaking, (b) reading, (c) writing, and (d) vocabulary. These aspects partially 

followed those of Butler study (2004); however, the levels used in this study were based on 

the CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching, 

assessment, Council of Europe, 2001), and ranged from level 1 (A1 in CEFR) to 6 (C2 in 

CEFR). The results indicated that teachers at private sectors assessed their current English 

proficiency higher in every aspect (M = 3.33 out of 6), compared with elementary school 

teachers (M = 1.83). The teachers at private sectors also expected higher levels in all four 

aspects (M = 3.65) to be necessary for successful English teaching than elementary school 

teachers (M = 3.33). In addition, the survey items for elementary school teachers included two 

different situations related to desired proficiency levels, teaching alone and team-teaching. 

The results suggested that desired proficiency levels in all four aspects were higher when 

teachers teach alone (M = 3.33) than when teachers team-teach with another teacher (M = 

2.45).   

 

Research Questions 

Following the above previous studies on elementary school teachers’ English 

proficiency levels (Butler, 2004; Kobayashi and Miyamoto 2008), the author investigated 

changes (if any) in elementary school teachers’ perceptions of their current and desired levels 

of English proficiency after the official implementation of the required English activities in 
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2011. In addition to English proficiency levels, the author investigated elementary school 

teachers’ perceptions of their current and desired levels of teaching skills.  

This study attempted to answer the following research questions. 

1. What differences (if any) exist between the perceived current and desired levels in each of 

the five domains (listening and speaking, grammar in speech, pronunciation, reading, and 

writing) of English ability? 

2. What differences (if any) exist between the perceived current and desired levels in each of 

the four domains (overall teaching skills, adjusting to students’ level of English, use of 

classroom English, and fluency in conducting activities in English) of teaching skills? 

 

Method 

Participants 

The participants in the study were 80 public elementary school teachers at four different 

schools in Osaka and Hyogo prefectures. The participants’ profiles are summarized in Table 1. 

The frequency of English activities was as follows (of the teachers who have experienced 

teaching English activities): 37.5% taught one lesson per week, 25% taught fewer than five 

lessons per year, 18.8% taught two to three lessons per month, 12.5% taught one lesson per 

month, and 6.2% taught more than two lessons per week. The teaching style was as follows: 

with an ALT (75%), alone (8.4%), with a Japanese English teacher (8.3%), and more than 

three teachers together in the same classroom (8.3%). The teacher’s position in the classroom 

when teaching with an ALT was as follows (of the teachers who have taught with ALTs): an 

assistant position to an ALT (50%), an ALT taught most class (45%), and a leading position 

(5%). 
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Table 1 

Profiles of Participating Teachers 
Number of respondents 80 
Survey distribution areas 4 regular public elementary schools 

(3 schools in Osaka, 1 school in Hyogo) 

Gender and age 67.5% were female teachers; 38.8% were over 50 years old, 
26.3% were in their 20s, 25% were in their 30s. 

Teacher types Both homeroom teachers (78.7%) and non-homeroom teachers 
(21.3%) 

Years of teaching English activity 
classes 

No experience (40%), 2 to 3 years (16.3%), 1 to 2 years 
(13.8%), 3 to 4 years (10%), and 4 to 5 years (10%) 

Number of teachers who have worked 
with ALTs 

60 (75%) 

Number of teachers who have been to 
English-speaking countries 

37 (46.3%) 

Number of teachers who have English-
related qualifications 

11 (13.8%)   
e.g. TOEIC 620, 640; Eiken grades 3, pre-2, 2 

  

Materials 

The survey. In order to investigate the elementary school teachers’ perceived current 

and desired levels of English proficiency and teaching skills, a survey was developed and 

administered. The survey consisted of two parts: (a) English proficiency and (b) teaching 

skills. The first part, English proficiency, was administered to ascertain how teachers assessed 

their own English proficiency, and how they assessed the level of proficiency required for 

successfully teaching English, both for solo- and team-teaching. To be more precise, the 

teachers were asked to rate their English proficiency, using a scale from 1 to 6, in five 

domains (listening and speaking, grammar in speech, pronunciation, reading, and writing), 

and the teachers could rate their proficiency between levels as well. In addition, the teachers 

were asked to use the same scale to indicate the minimum levels in each domain that teachers 

must have to enable them to teach English, for solo- and team-teaching respectively. The 

items and scales on English proficiency in this study were developed, referring to Butler 

(2004), and Kobayashi and Miyamoto (2008). For the level description in this study, the 
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description of the CEFR (as in Kobayashi & Miyamoto) was utilized. As for the second part, 

teaching skills, the author used the measures and description that she had developed for her 

previous studies (Matsunaga, 2012). The teachers were asked to rate their current teaching 

skills, using a scale from 1 to 4 (no mid-levels, level 3 is designated as a satisfactory level), in 

four domains (overall teaching skills, adjusting to students’ level of English, use of classroom 

English, and fluency in conducting activities in English). In addition, the teachers were asked 

to use the same scale to indicate the minimum levels in each domain that teachers must have 

to enable them to teach English, for solo- and team-teaching separately (see the Appendix for 

the domains and level description for English proficiency and teaching skills). 

 

Procedures 

The author or her research partner visited each of the four public elementary schools 

and met with a teacher in charge of distributing the survey to other teachers at his/her school. 

At the meeting, the teacher in charge was handed a pile of 30 surveys and given a thorough 

explanation of the study. The teacher in charge was asked to tell other teachers to make sure 

that all the items on the survey would be answered. The teachers in charge returned the filled-

out pile of surveys by mail (a stamped envelope was provided). All of the teachers who 

participated in this study were volunteers.   

Most of the teachers who received the survey filled it out completely. However, three 

teachers did not answer all the questions. The analysis of the survey, therefore, was based on 

the responses of those participants who answered all of the items on the survey; those who 

responded only partially were not included. The total number of the participants who 

answered all the items was 80. 

 

 

 

72



 
Mai MATSUNAGA 

73 
 

Results and Discussion 

Current and desired levels of English proficiencies. First, the teachers’ self-assessed 

current and desired English proficiencies were analyzed based on their survey responses. 

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations of teachers’ self-assessed English 

proficiency levels; the scores range from 1 to 6, with 1 indicating the lowest level (A1 in 

CEFR) and 6 indicating the highest (C2 in CEFR). The results showed consistent gaps in all 

five skill domains between the teachers’ self-assessed current and desired levels, showing 

higher levels for the desired. In addition, the results indicated that the teachers on average 

evaluated solo-teaching required higher proficiency levels, except for writing skills, compared 

to those of team-teaching situations. 

 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations of Teachers’ Self-Assessed English Proficiency Levels 
 Current Desired 
  Solo-teaching Team-teaching 
Listening & speaking 1.29 (.50) 2.52 (  .77) 2.03 (  .68) 
Grammar in speech 1.75 (.73) 3.23 (1.16) 2.64 (1.02) 
Pronunciation 1.66 (.59) 3.07 (1.02) 2.56 (  .94) 
Reading  1.74 (.85) 2.71 (  .99) 2.23 (  .85) 
Writing  1.36 (.55) 2.04 (  .79) 2.50 (1.01) 
Note. Standard deviations are indicated in parentheses. There are six levels and correspond to the CEFR 
levels: 1 (A1), 2 (A2), 3 (B1), 4 (B2), 5 (C1), and 6 (C2). 

 

Next, paired-samples t tests were employed to identify statistically significant 

differences between current and desired levels in each of the five skill domains. Tables 3, 4, 

and 5 describe the results of the paired-samples t tests for the five skill domains for the current 

and desired-solo, the current and desired-team, and the desired-solo and desired-team 

respectively. The results indicated that the mean level for the desired solo-teaching was 

significantly greater than that for the current. And, the mean level for the desired team-

teaching was also significantly greater than that for the current. In addition, the mean level for 

the desired solo-teaching was significantly greater than that for the desired team-teaching, 
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except for the writing skills, where the desired team-teaching level was significantly greater 

than that for the desired solo-teaching. These results showed that the participants evaluated 

their current level of English proficiency lower than the desired level in order to teach English 

effectively, and they also thought that solo-teaching, compared to team-teaching, generally 

required higher levels of English proficiencies. This may be because the participants thought 

they needed to be more independent as a teacher when they teach alone, and therefore, they 

needed higher English ability, compared to team-teaching situations where they can depend 

more on the other teacher.  

 

Table 3  

Differences in English Proficiency Domains between Current and Desired (Solo) 
 Current Desired-solo  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Listening & Speaking 1.29 .50 2.52 .77 -12.48* 
Grammar in speech 1.75 .73 3.23 1.16 -9.86* 
Pronunciation 1.66 .59 3.07 1.02 -11.59* 
Reading 1.74 .85 2.71 .99 -7.42* 
Writing 1.36 .55 2.04 .79 -10.39* 

     *p < .001. 

 

Table 4 

Differences in English Proficiency Domains between Current and Desired (Team) 
 Current Desired-team  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Listening & Speaking 1.29 .50 2.03 .68 -8.49* 
Grammar in speech 1.75 .73 2.64 1.02 -6.62* 
Pronunciation 1.66 .59 2.56 .94 -8.70* 
Reading 1.74 .85 2.23 .85 -4.37* 
Writing 1.36 .55 2.50 1.01 -8.35* 

      *p < .001. 
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Table 5 

Differences in English Proficiency Domains between Desired-Solo and Desired-Team 
 Desired-solo Desired-team  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Listening & Speaking 2.52 .77 2.03 .68 8.46* 
Grammar in speech 3.23 1.16 2.64 1.02 7.55* 
Pronunciation 3.07 1.02 2.56 .94 7.32* 
Reading 2.71 .99 2.23 .85 7.94* 
Writing 2.04 .79 2.50 1.01 -7.16* 

      *p < .001. 

 

Examining the results in Table 2 more closely focusing on each of the three conditions 

with English ability, i.e. current, desired-solo, and desired-team, the participants rated all of 

their current five aspects lower than level 2 (CEFR A2), and they rated their current listening 

and speaking skills the lowest (M = 1.29). Regarding the desired-solo, they rated all of their 

desired five domain levels higher than 2, and they rated grammar in speech (M= 3.23) and 

pronunciation (M= 3.07) higher than level 3 (CEFR B1). The biggest gap between the current 

and the desired-solo was found in grammar in speech, where the desired-solo level was 1.48 

higher than the current level. These results appeared to be consistent with actual teaching 

situations, where teachers mainly teach oral skills (listening and speaking skills), and as a 

result, teachers themselves are expected to reach sufficient levels of grammar in speech and 

pronunciation in order to teach well and be an ideal model for their students. With regards to 

the desired-team, they rated all of their five domains higher than level 2, and they rated 

grammar in speech (M = 2.64) the highest as it was in the desired-solo. However, unlike the 

desired-solo, they did not rate any of the five aspects higher than level 3. The biggest gap 

between the current and the desired-team was found in writing skills, where the desired-team 

level was 1.14 higher than the current level. Comparing the desired-solo with the desired-team, 

they rated all of the five domains, except for writing skills, higher in the desired-solo than in 

the desired-team. The result of the teachers rating their writing skills the highest in team-

teaching situations may mean that they thought they were required to have more writing skills 
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in order to communicate with the other teacher, who is usually an English-speaking ALT. 

They may have felt that they had to interact with an English-speaking ALT more frequently in 

writing such as corresponding through email messages and producing teaching materials 

together in team-teaching situations. The biggest gap between the desired-solo and desired-

team was found in grammar in speech, where they rated their desired-solo 0.59 higher than 

their desired-team. 

In addition, the above results in this study were compared with those of the previous 

survey study conducted by Kobayashi and Miyamoto (2008). The comparison was made since 

this previous study had elementary school teachers (236 teachers) as participants, and 

employed the same three conditions (current, desired-solo, and desired-team) and six levels 

(the CEFR A1 to C2) as in the current study although the skill domains were slightly different 

(listening & speaking, fluency, reading, writing, and vocabulary) from the current study. It is 

also worth mentioning that the previous study included teachers from both regular schools 

(148 teachers) and pilot schools for English education (88 teachers), while the current study 

included teachers only from regular schools (80 teachers). This difference implies that the 

original level of English proficiencies may have been higher with the participants in the 

previous study since teachers at pilot schools teach more English classes than at regular 

schools, and they usually exhibit higher levels of English proficiency. Keeping these 

differences between the previous and current studies in mind, the overall results of the two 

studies were still similar. For example, the results in the previous study indicated that the 

teachers evaluated their current levels the lowest in all skill domains, compared to the desired-

solo and desired-team. They also rated the desired-solo in all domains the highest. These 

similarities between the current study (the data was collected in 2013 to 2014) and the 

previous study (the data was collected in 2005 and 2006) also suggest that the introduction of 

English activities as a required course for the fifth and sixth graders in 2011 has not changed 

teachers’ overall tendencies in perceived current and desired levels of English proficiencies 
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necessary to teach English effectively at the elementary school level.   

 

Current and desired levels of teaching skills. Teachers’ self-assessed current and 

desired English teaching skills were analyzed based on their survey responses. Table 6 shows 

means and standard deviations of teachers’ self-assessed levels of teaching skills; the scores 

range from 1 to 4, with 1 indicating the lowest level and 4 indicating the highest. The results 

showed consistent gaps in all four skill domains between the teachers’ self-assessed current 

and desired levels, showing higher levels for the desired. In addition, the results indicated that 

the teachers on average evaluated solo-teaching required higher levels of teaching skills 

compared to those of team-teaching situations. 

 

Table 6 

Means and Standard Deviations of Teachers’ Self-Assessed Levels of Teaching Skills 
 Current Desired 
  Solo-teaching Team -teaching 
Overall teaching 1.90 (.67) 2.94 (.72) 2.38 (.72) 

Adjusting to students’ 
levels of English 

1.88 (.70) 3.01 (.85) 2.45 (.83) 

Use of classroom English 2.07 (.69) 2.96 (.77) 2.50 (.78) 
Fluency in conducting 
activities in English 

1.90 (.70) 2.94 (.85) 2.33 (.79) 

Note. Standard deviations are indicated in parentheses. There are four levels: 1 (lowest) to 4 (highest). 

 

In addition, three paired-samples t tests were conducted separately for each domain. 

Table 7, 8, and 9 describe the results of the paired-samples t tests for the four domains of 

teaching skills for the current and desired-solo, the current and desired-team, and the desired-

solo and desired-team respectively. The results indicated that the mean level for the desired 

solo-teaching was significantly greater than that for the current. And, the mean levels for the 

desired-team was also significantly greater than those for the current. Then, the mean level for 

the desired solo-teaching was significantly greater than those for the desired-team. The results 
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suggest that the teachers do not think their current teaching skills sufficient enough for 

successful teaching, and they think they need higher levels of teaching skills for solo-teaching 

situations, compared to those for team-teaching situations.  

 

Table 7 

Differences in Teaching Skill Domains between Current and Desired (Solo) 
 Current Desired-solo  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Overall teaching 1.90 .67 2.94 .72 -9.66* 
Adjusting to students’  
levels of English 

1.88 .70 3.01 .85 -10.41* 

Use of classroom English 2.07 .69 2.96 .77 -8.82* 
Fluency in conducting activities in 
English 

1.90 .70 2.94 .85 -9.29* 

*p < .001. 

 

Table 8 

Differences in Teaching Skill Domains between Current and Desired (Team) 
 Current Desired-team  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Overall teaching 1.90 .67 2.38 .72 -4.72* 

Adjusting to students’  
levels of English 

1.88 .70 2.45 .83 -5.56* 

Use of classroom English 2.07 .69 2.50 .78 -4.38* 

Fluency in conducting activities in 
English 

1.90 .70 2.33 .79 -4.17* 

*p < .001. 

 

Table 9 

Differences in Teaching Skill Domains between Desired-Solo and Desired-Team 
 Desired-solo Desired-team  
Skills M SD M SD t(79) 
Overall teaching 2.94 .72 2.38 .72 9.19* 
Adjusting to students’  
levels of English 

3.01 .85 2.45 .83 9.60* 

Use of classroom English 2.96 .77 2.50 .78 7.52* 
Fluency in conducting activities in 
English 

2.94 .85 2.33 .79 10.63* 

*p < .001. 
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Looking at the results in Table 6 more closely focusing on each of the three conditions 

with teaching skills, the participants rated all of their current four skills, except use of 

classroom English (M = 2.07), lower than level 2, and they rated their current adjusting to 

students’ levels of English the lowest (M = 1.88). Regarding the desired-solo, they rated all of 

their desired four skill levels higher than 2 and close to 3 (in the range of 2.94 to 3.01), and 

they rated adjusting to students’ levels of English the highest (M = 3.01). The biggest gap 

between the current and the desired-solo was found in adjusting to students’ levels of English, 

where the desired-solo level was 1.13 higher than the current level. This gap suggests that the 

teachers realized the importance of adjusting their level of English in order for their students 

to understand materials or activities in English, but the teachers also found this adjusting skill 

difficult to attain. Moreover, they might have thought that solo-teaching situations required 

this adjusting skill more than in team-teaching situations, where the other English-speaking 

ALT can mainly lead a class in English. With regards to the desired-team, they rated all of 

their four skills higher than level 2, and they rated use of classroom English (M = 2.50) the 

highest. They rated this aspect the highest possibly because they thought they had to 

communicate with the other English-speaking teacher in English inside and outside the 

classroom in team-teaching situations. However, unlike the desired-solo, they did not rate any 

of the four skills higher than level 3 as they did not with English proficiencies. As it was for 

English proficiencies, the participants may have thought team-teaching did not require as high 

levels as solo-teaching since the other English-speaking teacher can compensate for their 

insufficient teaching skills. The biggest gap between the current and the desired-team was 

found in adjusting to students’ levels of English as it was between the current and the desired-

solo. The desired-team level was 0.57 higher than the current level. Comparing the desired-

solo with the desired-team, they rated all of the four skills higher in the desired-solo than in 

the desired-team. The biggest gap between these two conditions was found in fluency in 

conducting activities in English, where they rated their desired-solo 0.61 higher than their 
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desired-team. This gap may mean that they found fluency in conducting activities in English 

more crucial in solo-teaching situations than in team-teaching situations since they have to 

teach classes all by themselves in solo situations. 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

Regarding English abilities and teaching skills, gaps were found consistently between 

the elementary school teachers’ current and desired (both solo- and team-teaching) levels, 

showing higher levels for the desired. Between the desired solo-teaching and desired team-

teaching, solo-teaching tended to show higher levels. In other words, the participants 

evaluated their current levels of English proficiency and teaching skills inadequate to teach 

English to a sufficient level, especially when they have to teach by themselves.  

These results were consistent with the previous survey results on English abilities in 

Kobayashi and Miyamoto, 2008. Examining the results more closely, however, the desired 

levels were higher for both solo- and team-teaching in the previous study than in the current 

study, for example with the desired-solo, 3.5 in the previous study and 2.52 in the current 

study for listening and speaking, 3.2 and 2.71 for reading, and 3.1 and 2.04 for writing 

respectively. The fact that the previous study included the participants not only from regular 

schools but also from specially appointed schools for English education may have contributed 

to showing higher levels for the desired. Moreover, the timing of conducting the surveys may 

have also affected the results of the previous and current studies. The survey in the previous 

study was conducted before the implementation of the required English activities for the fifth 

and sixth graders, and the teachers may have expected the necessary English levels for 

teaching a required course to be high. In contrast, the participants in the current study have 

actually experienced teaching the required course and may have found the necessary English 

levels in reality lower than they expected. Comments in the open-ended question section in 

the current survey seemed to support this timing theory and revealed that the teachers tended 

80



 
Mai MATSUNAGA 

81 
 

to think teaching English activities did not require high English or teaching levels. There were 

only 11 teachers (out of 80) who wrote comments in the open-ended question section and 

therefore, it is difficult to generalize from the comments. Taking this into consideration, the 

majority (eight teachers) were satisfied with their current levels of English ability and 

teaching skills, so they did not think they needed much self-study. They also commented that 

their general teaching skills and classroom management skills as a homeroom teacher would 

complement the lack of their English ability or English teaching skills. Similarly, the results 

of the previous study conducted by Shinato after the full implementation of the current course 

of study (Shinato, 2012) described a similar tendency of  teachers’ habituation towards 

teaching English, where they become accustomed to teaching English and are not willing to 

further improve their skills. However, this author wonders if the current levels of English 

proficiency and teaching skills of homeroom teachers are truly satisfactory, considering the 

future path of English becoming required for the third and fourth graders and becoming a 

required subject for the fifth and sixth graders.     

Based on the results of the survey, there are implications about improving English 

proficiency and teaching skills of elementary school teachers. First of all, systematic support 

for teachers provided by MEXT seems warranted based on these results. The results of the 

present survey suggest that teachers feel the need to improve their English proficiency and 

teaching skills in order to teach more effectively.  

In the same vein, correlation coefficients were computed between the oral English 

proficiency elements (listening and speaking skills, grammar in speech, and pronunciation) 

and the teaching skills element (overall teaching skills). The results showed that all three 

correlations were statistically significant (p < .001) and were greater than .50 (.54 for listening 

and speaking skills, .63 for grammar in speech, and .57 for pronunciation). These results 

suggest that if the participants positively evaluated their oral English skills, they also tended 

to positively evaluate their teaching skills, and vice versa. In other words, providing teachers 
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with adequate training programs both in English proficiency and instructional techniques is 

crucial to their developing confidence in their skills as English teachers.  

According to MEXT’s new English education reform plan (MEXT, 2013), it is planning 

to provide both specialized English course teachers and homeroom teachers with adequate 

training before the full scale implementation of the new course of study in 2020.  For instance, 

in 2014, MEXT launched a five-year training program in collaboration with the British 

Council, aiming to improve English ability and teaching skills of English education 

promotion leaders (British Council Japan, 2014). The author thinks that the results of the 

current survey on what aspects of English proficiency or teaching skills the teachers feel they 

need to improve will help organize effective training programs.  

Second, in addition to in-service teacher training, teaching certificate programs for pre-

service teachers at universities should adjust to the revised curriculum of English education at 

the elementary school level, empowering pre-service teachers with proper English proficiency 

and teaching skills. In this respect, MEXT plans to develop “a core curriculum” for English 

teacher-training courses at universities, which is expected to describe the minimum levels of 

skills necessary for elementary school English teachers (MEXT, 2015).  

The following limitations should also be considered when interpreting the data in this 

study. First, this study had only a limited number of participants (n = 80), and therefore, the 

results should be interpreted with caution when generalizing to other populations. However, 

the author believes that the accumulation of data from this kind of limited-sized study will 

eventually produce data that can show an overall tendency of teachers’ perceptions about 

English proficiency and teaching skills. Second, even though teachers’ self-evaluations are 

among the best way to understand their current needs, more research is necessary to reveal 

more objectively what types and levels of proficiencies and teaching skills teachers really 

need to teach in elementary schools. With these limitations, however, the author hopes that 

this study still offers valuable implications for future research on English ability and teaching 
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skills for elementary school teachers in Japan.  

 

Notes 

1.  This study was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 25770216. 

2.  This study was orally presented at JACET Kansai Chapter 2015 Spring conference held at 

Osaka Kyoiku University on June 27th, 2015. 
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Appendix  

Five domains and level description of English ability (Level 3) 
 Listening and speaking skills 

Can comprehend the main points of speech. Can participate in conversations on familiar matters regularly 
encountered in work, school, or leisure. 

 Grammar in speech 
Can produce a few complex sentence constructions but makes noticeable grammatical errors. 

 Pronunciation 
Can produce most sounds and sound patterns, but sometimes needs to repeat him/herself to make the 
utterance clearer. 

 Reading skills 
Can comprehend texts written in everyday language or on familiar topics. 

 Writing skills 
Can take notes while listening to speech. Can write texts on everyday matters.  

       Each domain comprises six levels. Due to limitations of space, only level 3 is described in this appendix. 

 

Four domains and level description of teaching skills (Level 3) 
Overall teaching skills 

Adequately competent in teaching English. When conducting an activity, some pausing or hesitation is 
evident, but can explain it well enough for students to carry out the activity, using picture prompts or 
gestures, including most of the necessary information, with acceptable intonation and pronunciation. 

 Adjusting to students’ level of English 
Minimally effective in recognizing students’ level. Can minimally adapt the level of English and speed of 
speech to the age and level of students, using picture prompts or gestures. Some inappropriate use of 
English is evident (e.g., use of exceedingly difficult expressions, too fast or too slow), but this rarely 
impedes the explanation of activities. 

 Use of classroom English 
Adequately competent in using instructional language or classroom English. Pausing or hesitation is 
evident, but can use them appropriately, not impeding the explanation. 

 Fluency in conducting activities in English 
Adequately fluent. When explaining how to conduct an activity, can speak fluently and smoothly with 
fairly even tempo most of the time, rarely impeding the explanation. 

      Each domain comprises four levels. Due to limitations of space, only level 3 is described in this appendix. 
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