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A Comparative Study on College English
Education between Japan and China:

Focusing on Systems and Social, Cultural Backgrounds

Introduction

As a result of the recent develop-
ment of globalization there has been
increased concern on the part of the
Japanese government regarding the
level of English proficiency among
Japanese college students. According to
public criticism, there is a lack of effec-
tiveness on the part of Japanese English
teaching, resulting in a population of
university graduates that has not
acquired practical command of the Eng-
lish language, despite having studied the
language for 10 years. In an attempt to
correct the situation, college language
researchers in Japan have turned their
eyes to the neighboring country of China
in search of clues as to how their English
language education is more effective
than that of Japan."

While the current English language
educational system in China, with its
advanced accomplishments, has been
partially and superficially investigated
by many language scholars, but no one
has given the voice as a college English
teacher for years both in Japan and
China. I am constantly in discussion with
my two Japanese research partners
about the passivity of Japanese students
in their study of English, and what could
be the causes of their poor scores in
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TOEFL (a test of common data for inter-
national comparison of English mas-
tery.), what are the real social and cul-
tural reasons of this situation, and if we
can find any answers in the performance
of China’s university counterparts.
From 2005 to 2006, with the sup-
port of a Science Research Grant, my
research group observed many different
English classes and interviewed teachers
and students at universities in Shanghai
area. After more than two years of inter-
national research and data collection,
some important factors have been
brought into relief regarding the differ-
ent educational systems, curriculum
designs, students’ motivation and
teachers’ qualifications, social and cul-
tural backgrounds, and even government
involvement. The following three sec-
tions investigate, in detail, the factors
that account for the differences in the
achievement of Chinese students and
Japanese students in the field of English
language. In terms of reasonable com-
parison, this paper does not consider
students in Europe or other western
countries, due to the differences in cul-
tural and historical backgrounds. To the
Asian countries of Japan, China, and
South Korea, English is a foreign lan-
guage, and because of the limited space
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and time, I shall focus solely on the
comparison between Japan and China.

1. Comparative Perspective
1.1 Data Analysis

The International Comparison
Table, often quoted by the mass media,
has alarmed those engaged in the field of
English education in Japan. As indicated
in the table below, the difference
between Chinese and Japanese TOEFL
scores, while small in the 1980s, grew
significantly in the 1990s.” Scorewise,
Chinese students showed almost 4 times
more progress than their Japanese coun-
terparts.

TOEFL Average Score

(1987-89) (1997-98)
Japan 485 498 (+13points)
China 509 560 (+51points)

South Korea 505 522 [(+17points)

My observation and experience of
college English teaching to Japanese
students has naturally led to the follow-
ing questions regarding this difference:
Does the educational system provide the
answer? Might teachers be responsible
or is the quality of the students the
cause? How would the differences of the
educational systems bring about such
significantly different results? To what
extend could cultural backgrounds and
social context play such an important
role in the study of languages? Can we
suggest better system for college English
education in Japan’s social context?

Considering the above questions
with my two Japanese co-researchers,
we have been hoping to identify certain
factors connecting the differences of the

students’ performance in English
between Japan and China.

In order to find answers to these
questions, we focused on observing
Chinese College English Teaching in the
first year, and English Major Students’
Training in the second year. With the
help of administrators and teaching
staff, our investigation of the Chinese
educational system included interview-
ing students and teachers both during
and after class, the auditing of various
level classes, the review of facilities and
the general examination of teaching
tools, materials and the curriculum of
education. Over the two years we also
conducted questionnaires and TOEFL
tests among students of both China and
Japan. Since there are four types of
universities in China, the universities we
selected in Shanghai were as follows: 1)
Comprehensive universities: Fudan Uni-
versity, Shanghai Jiaotong University,
Shanghai University; and Jian-nan Uni-
versity in Wuxi ; 2) Foreign Languages
Universities: University of Shanghai
Foreign Languages; 3) Normal Univer-
sities: Shanghai Normal University; 4)
University of Science and Engineering:
Shanghai University of Science and
Engineering. In total we visited seven
universities over two years.

1.2, TOEFL Pre/ Post Tests Results

#1 (See Appendix 1)

For the purpose of analyzing and
determining the students’ learning prog-
ress, TOEFL pre-/post-tests were given
twice in 2006 and 2007 to both Chinese
and Japanese students. We gave the tests
once at the beginning of the first semes-
ter to determine the students’ starting
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level, then twice at the end of the second
semester to verify their one year study
achievement. In order to obtain reliable
data, we chose similar local universities:
more than six classes at different levels
in Japanese universities (one National,
one Municipal and one Private) and
more than three classes in two Chinese
National universities (one Science and
Engineering major, the other Eco-
nomics). Because of the difference
between the Japanese and Chinese uni-
versity entrance times, the test results
shown in the table present three
Japanese universities’ entire year
results, while the results for only one
Chinese university are included. Unfortu-
nately, the schedule gap and interna-
tional delivery difficulties made it im-
possible for the other Chinese univer-
sities to forward the data necessary to
be included in this table.”’

Because of the above reason, this
TOEFL table appears to be somewhat
unbalanced, but if we take a closer look
at the total pre/post test scores, we find
that after one year study, the scores in
three Japanese universities declined as
follows: Japanl) down 34 points from
491.13 to 454.10; Japan2) down 7.43
points from 375.29 to 367.86; Japan3)
down 8.17 points from 413.3 to 405.
13. Meanwhile the scores increased 3.9
points at China’s university from 474.07
to 477.97. The Japanese national uni-
versity 1) and the Chinese national one
4) are of similar level. Although this
data couldn’t be used to measure all the
students’ English improvement, still it
illustrates some problems in English
education in Japan.

At this point I'd like to adopt other

data (below) collected by the JACET
Kyushu and Okinawa research team so
that we can see more clearly the differ-
ence between the students in Japan and
China.” Of course these data were
taken from students of the Kyushu area,
so it does not completely reflect the
average level of university students in
Japan.

The Average Score of English proficiency

Grammar

Listening

According to this research team’s
data collected from the English profi-
ciency tests of 15 Kyusyu area univer-
sities and several universities in China
and South Korea, it is obvious that
Chinese students’ listening, grammar
and reading levels are much higher than
that of their Japanese counterparts,
though this data is somewhat lacking the
totality.

1.3. Questionnaire #1 and Questionnaire #2:

(See Appendix 2 and 3)

In addition to the TOEFL test, we
also administered a questionnaire in
2006 to explore or illuminate what could
account for the difference between the
students in both countries in regards to
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English education.

Among the questionnaires, there are
10 questions concerning the students
own experience and evaluation, plus 22
evaluation questions to determine their
practical level of English. The effective
number of students in the survey is 537:
95 Chinese, 442 Japanese.

These two questionnaire charts indi-
cate that, on average, Chinese students
study much more at home than their
Japanese counterparts and that Chinese
students demonstrate higher self-
evaluation in all skills: listening, read-
ing, writing and speaking.®” It should
be noted that Chinese students are not as
satisfied with lectures as their Japanese
counterparts are. Nevertheless, Chinese
students had better results in TOEFL
scores. Difference in the scores, regard-
ing the relationship of English study and
students’ future goals could be seen as
one of the factors responsible for the
Chinese students’ superiority over the
Japanese students. More detailed analy-
sis will be given in the following chapter.

2. Systems of College English Education

2.1, In Japan:

We can summarize the English sys-
tems at the universities with the follow-
ing features: 1) there is no total college
level organization, even JACET (Japan
Association of College English
Teachers) is not under the control of the
Ministry of Education and Science
(MOES). Neither does the MOES give a
guideline for college English reforms; 2)
there are no requirements for English
achievements at a tertiary level from the
MOES, it’s up to the universities. 3)
English study is compulsory in the first

year, three hours a week for two semes-
ters, in total 90 hours; elective in the
second year, 90 minutes or three hours.
4) Basically, four semesters 135 hours,
or 180 hours. Of course, some univer-
sities provide a diversity of classes up to
third and fourth year, and students have
more choices to continue their English
study according to their personal inter-
ests and needs. 5) No National English
Proficiency Test for college students; 6)
No unified college English textbooks,
but free for teachers to choose; 6) More
than half of the teaching faculties are
part time lecturers; 7) On average,
among the teaching faculties, more than
309 are native speakers, and 509% are
part time teachers.

However, in recent years, the MOES
has been greatly concerned about im-
proving the CET and has allotted a
budget for teachers to join the competi-
tion of good practice and research at the
universities. ‘

2.2 In China

1) There is a national association in
charge of national College English Edu-
cation, under the leadership of the Minis-
try of Education. 2) There is a Band
Test each semester for one English band.
Band 1 to 3 is conducted by each uni-
versity; Band 4 is a national Test.
Every student must pass the Band 4 test
when or before they finish their second
year. If some fail, they can also retake it
later. 3) All universities are using a
series of unified College English Text-
books published by major authorized
universities. 4) Almost all the English
classes are conducted in English by
Chinese teachers. 5) All the teaching
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faculty is full time, and divided into
small coordinated groups. 6) At each
English department, only 19§ or 29§ are
native speakers with one or two year
contract. 7) English study is carried out
within a two years’ compulsory program
for 180 hours. 8) Advanced English
study is provided with elective programs
in third and fourth year, approaching for
Band Test 5 and 6. If the students go
on to graduate school, they usually take
Band Tests 7 and 8.

In addition to the above features, to
meet the demand of the IT age and
globalization, the MOE together with
some authorized national English educa-
tional committees, began in 2003 the
College English Teaching Reform, which
includes: 1) Producing a new syllabus;
2) Developing a computer-based and
classroom-based multimedia CET
model; 3) Making reforms in band test
CET4 and CETS6: (from 2007) from a
100-point to 710-point score system,
without specifying the points necessary
for the pass; 4) a score report instead of
a certificate; 5) increasing the propor-
tion of listening items from 209§ to
35%, reducing that of reading from 409
to 35%. For a summary, please refer to
of Appendix 4.

2.3, CET Textbooks

For College English Teaching,
(to non-English major students) all the
universities in China use a series of
unified College English Textbooks publi-
shed by major authorized universities.
The features of CET textbooks: 1) for
students there are 4 volumes of Compre-
hensive English books for intensive
learning, 4 volumes of Fast Reading

books, 4 volumes of Listening Practice
books, and 2 volumes of Vocabulary
and Grammar books. Accordingly, for
teachers, there are also detailed
teachers’ manual books. 2) The main
texts include a variety of contents inter-
esting to students, adopted from recent
newspapers, magazines, and books main-
ly from the UK and the USA, as well as
other English speaking countries. 3)
After each main text, there is a bilingual
word list, then a large number of exer-
cises on comprehension, vocabulary,
grammar, phrasal verbs, and translation,
as well as a lot of homework. Besides,
students can practice online in the com-
puter rooms, with the support of their
teachers.

2.4, The CET textbooks and Band 4

Test:

We saw that this set of CET text-
books is not designed for the Band 4
test required to all students for getting
Bachelor’s Degree, rather a basic train-
ing for the four skills of English profi-
ciency. So at the end of every semester,
students take the regular test to check
their mastery of English they’ve learned
from the textbooks and teachers’ assis-
tance.

Also, all students have to take
another National English proficiency
test, Band Test, in order to get on to
higher level of study. Generally, at the
end of every semester, they take a Band
Test. First year, they finish Band 1 and
Band 2 tests. Second year they finish
Band 3 and Band 4 tests. Only the
Band 4 test is held nationwide. The
other three level tests are administered
by each university. The percentage of
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passing this Band 4 Test after two
years’ English study differs among the
different levels of universities and vari-
ous cities, but at the universities we
visited in the Shanghai area, their per-
centages reached almost 959. The stu-
dents who fail can take Band 4 test
again before they graduate.

2.5, The Curriculum for English Major

Students in China

(See Appendix 5-6)

University English teachers in China
are mainly from two backgrounds, Eng-
lish majors of the comprehensive univer-
sities, and the educational universities.
Usually top students with MA or PhD
are chosen by the English faculty to be
English teachers. After one year of
teaching practice, they can become lec-
turers who teach first and second year
students of non-English majors. Only
very experienced and well-published
teachers can become professors of Eng-
lish major students.

A brief look at the curriculum for
English majors informs us that the stu-
dents should finish 2880 hours’ study
and get 168 credits, with 36 hours usu-
ally equaling 2 credits, and 1281 hours
(92.8%) are in- class credits. The credits
are divided into wuniversity required
22%, optional 5.99; and department
required (47.9%), optional (15.4%); the
others are intensive and practical credits
(6.2%), volunteer and social studies
(2.3%), as well as Graduation paper 6
credits.

The curriculum for English major
students in Japan will be examined in
other papers written by other members
of our research group.

3. The Social and Cultural Background
of China’s High TOEFL Score
From the above two data analysis
sections, we found some reasons for the
different results of College English Edu-
cation between Japan and China. But
why, during the last 15 years, did
TOEFL scores in China increase so
much faster than either Japan or South
Korea by 51 points? Along with those
differences between educational sys-
tems, students levels and motivation,
teaching quality, teaching materials, and
recent reforms, we should not ignore the
social and cultural fundamental environ-
ment for English study in China.

3.1, The Historical Increased Concern
for English Studies
In China, English is a required sub-
ject from Primary 3 up to the first two
years of tertiary study for non-English
majors. The chart below indicates the
weekly study hours.

Types of English Education hours per week

Primary school 3
Secondary school 4
Non-English majors 4
English majors 14

If we take a basic historical survey
of English education in China from 1949
to 2005, we can find that from 1964,
English became the most studied foreign
language, and after the Cultural Revolu-
tion, from 1976 to the present, was the
best time for the development of English
education in Chinese history.

Firstly, 1972 visit of US President
Nixon to China and China’s return to the
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United Nations stimulated this English
study boom a great deal.

Secondly, universities resumed
Entrance Exams in 1977 after 10 years’
Cultural Revolution; therefore many
knowledge-hungry students got into uni-
versities and resumed in their studies to
regain those lost golden years. All of
them have strong motivation and aggres-
sive ambition. The children of this gener-
ation have now become an important
portion of current university students,
who are encouraged and influenced by
their senior generation to pursue knowl-
edge for life.

Thirdly, during the recent 20 years,
more and more overseas companies have
invested in the Chinese market increas-
ing international trade. Therefore, per-
sonnel needed in the job market, and
young people who are proficient in Eng-
lish with some knowledge in a special
field, are in urgent demand. This market
requirement, and the large gap of income
between foreign capitalized companies
and Chinese companies, stimulated stu-
dents’ motivation for improving their
English proficiency.

With this domestic and interna-
tional demand for English elites, China’s
top leaders and ordinary citizens have
showed great concern in regard to Eng-
lish education; therefore, the Ministry of
Education made systematic efforts in the
development of English education. After
1988, the English boom became stable,
and consistent.

3.2, National Project of the Current English

Reforms at the Universities in China
Among Chinese English teachers, it

is well known that in China, there are

three national and professional commit-
tees that control English education and
reforms. The first one is “College For-
eign Language Teaching Advisory Com-
mittee” (for teaching non-language
majors), the second is “Advisory Com-
mittee for BA Programs in Foreign
Languages” (for teaching Language
majors), and the third is “Foreign Lan-
guage Teaching Association of China
Education Association” (for English
teaching in primary and secondary
schools).

The first two advisory committees
are semi-official. Their members are
nominated by the universities and ap-
proved by the Ministry of Education,
while the last one is non-official but has
almost the same function as the first
two.

According to Prof. Wu’s presenta-
tion at the 4" Asian TEFL conference in
Fukuoka, in 2002, a key reform project
was carried out by the Ministry of Edu-
cation in China to transfer the successful
strategies obtained from CETR (College
English Teaching Reforms) to the teach-
ing of other subjects in order to produce
fundamental changes in the teaching
model in higher education. She
introduced the purpose of this reform as
follows: 1) To meet national economic
and social needs since English is not
simply a means for communication but
also a means to strengthen a nation’s
power in international competition; 2)
To meet the needs of rapid expansion of
higher education since there are 19 mil-
lion students with only about 50,000
English teachers; 3) To meet the needs
of the development of College English
teaching, which has made remarkable
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achievements but still has some prob-
lems and weaknesses.®’

The background for conducting this
English Reform can be inferred from
various social changes and demands. 1)
To satisfy market needs. Foreign invest-
ment has increased both international
trade and the need for personnel in the
job market, especially young people who
are proficient at English with some
knowledge in a special field. 2) To meet
parents’ and students’ needs who hope to
get a better job with higher pay after
graduation and therefore rush to apply
for any program starting with the word
“International”. 3) To attract the best
secondary school graduates to apply to
their program.

How was such a large scaled reform
made possible? Since this is a national
project, not only was special attention
paid by top leaders of the central govern-
ment; but also strong support was given
by university leaders and English
teachers; also, campus network, com-
puter labs and self-access learning cen-
ters increased in almost all the univer-
sities offering four-year programs.
Again Prof. Wu Qufang informed us that
on Dec. 23, 2002 the Department of
Higher Education issued a document
which sketched out an overall plan, set-
ting up the deadline for finishing the
task to be June 2004 and stating general
guiding principles. It also emphasized
the development of students’ abilities of
using English with priority to listening
and speaking, as well as individualized
instruction through the use of modern
technology in English teaching.

3.3, Major Features in China’s new

College English Syllabus

The reformed syllabus shows the
following features: 1) Priority given to
listening and speaking. If we take a look
at the Syllabuses in 1985 and 1986, they
stated that “Advanced level of profi-
ciency in reading; Intermediate level of
proficiency in listening; Elementary
level of proficiency in speaking and
writing.” But Syllabus in 1999 shows
that “Advanced level of proficiency in
reading, Intermediate level of profi-
ciency in listening, speaking, writing and
translating.” 2) More flexibility in
requirements. There are three levels of
requirements: basic, intermediate and
higher requirements. 3) A new model of
teaching: Computer-based teaching and
Classroom-based teaching.

In order to put this new syllabus into
practice, it was divided into three stages:
1) Preparation stage (12/2002-12/
2003); The finished draft of the new
syllabus was named “College English
Curriculum Requirements” at the end of
2003 and formally published in 2004.
Four courseware systems were devel-
oped by four publishers at the end of
2003. 2) Experimental stage (9/2004-6/
2006); 180 universities participated as
the first group in the experiment in Feb.
2004 and evaluated in Sept. 2005. 31
universities out of the 180 were selected
as model universities for another two
years in Sept. 2005. 3) Full implementa-
tion stage (9/2006 to present); 430
research projects were funded by the
Department of Higher Education. Alto-
gether more than 400 universities with
more than 1 million students were
involved in the experiment, which
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achieved a great success.”

Conclusion

From the above analysis, a basic
conclusion can be reached regarding the
question, “What makes for the differ-
ence?” The system which requires
Chinese students to pass examinations at
specified levels while there is no unified
or organized system among universities
in Japan, could reasonably account for
the Chinese superiority in terms of
TOEFL scores. Teachers, according to
the data gained by the questionnaires, do
not seem to be significantly responsible
for the difference, though the observa-
tion of classes and the interviewing of
teachers informed us that teachers in
China have an advantage in that they
don’t spend much time on meetings for
administration, as a result they can
devote their time more to preparation
for each class. It is also noted that Eng-
lish teachers in China conduct their
classroom activities all in English while
in Japan, classes are conducted in
Japanese and English, leaving all-
English class to native speakers of Eng-
lish.®

As for students, we found that
Chinese students are mostly diligent and
competent, overcoming tough competi-
tion to enter the universities. Their
motivation exceeds that of Japanese
students; they define their study by their
future career to such a degree that Eng-
lish study means a promised future,
while Japanese students do not see much
relationship between their future career
and day-to-day study of English.
Furthermore, self-evaluation scores in
the questionnaires indicate that Chinese

students show higher self-confidence in
this area than Japanese students.

In addition to economic-booming
development and keen social competi-
tion, culture has been a possible cause of
the difference in the cultural expectation
noted by this research. Most parents in
China highly expect their only-child to
be highly talented and to get an ideal
position with high pay as a result of hard
study making great achievements and
gaining multiple skills.

Due to the limited quantity of the
data gained, my fundamental conclusion
is that the unified system of English
education ensures the expected results
from students. Also the high motivation
of students who want to pass the keen
competition and commit themselves to
study, the teachers’ advanced profi-
ciency in English, and social require-
ments for English are mainly responsible
for the progress shown by Chinese stu-
dents and their superiority over
Japanese counterparts in almost all lin-
guistic skills.

As a result of all the comparative
data presented in this paper, we can
summarize that Japan and China are
different in social structure and eco-
nomic demand for English talents, in
educational systems for College English
teaching, and in students’ motivation to
learn English.
want to improve our Japanese students’
English proficiency and enhance their

However, if we really

motivation for learning English so that
they may compete in various globalizing
businesses and international issues, some
effective practices and reforms for Eng-
lish education at the universities in
China could be used for reference. The



124

guideline for college English achieve-
ments should be set by the Ministry of
Education and Science, and the many
good practices performed by some
Japanese universities should be continu-
ally encouraged and supported in the
long run.

E

1) From the website, a lot of articles con-
nected with English education in China and
other Asian countries are listed there. Here
just cite a few of them: a) Educational English
Institute web page Ewnglish FEducation in
China, web version, FIEi 4R, (EEHEER
ks HAZERR)

English Education in Asian Countries, from
China, GEBESEEC B 2 HEHE—FEOD
E» 5 —K&ET)

b) Kirihara Kyoiku Net. 7 ¥ 7 OEEHT &
85

2) Ewnglish Education in Asia, The Average
Score of TOEFL among Japanese, Chinese
and South Korean, English Education Maga-
zine, Web Peripatos, No. 5, Sept, 2003.
(Kirihara Kyoiku Net.)

3) This TOEFL chart is made by Prof. Hideki
Taura, the member of my research group of
Kakenhi fund, after our conducting of the
TOEFL tests both in Japan and China in
2006.

4) English Test conducted by Kyushu / Okin-
awa Project Team of College English
Research Association, Web Peripatos, No. 5,
Sept, 2003.

RFELBHRESIN « T2V 2 7 b F— L4
W RBEENT A b

5) These two questionnaire charts are also
made by Prof. Hideki Taura, based on our
joint researching results.

6) History and Policy of English Education in
Mainland China, WEN Qiufang, (National
Research Center for Foreign Language Edu-
cation, Beijing Foreign Studies University)
presentation at “The 4th Asia TEFL Confer-
ence,” 18-20 Aug. 2006

7) Ibid.

8) English Education in Asian Countries, from
China, GEBEFEEIC B 2 HEHEFT —TEOD
EH0 5 —AK£(E1T) , the same opinion is
also shared by my research group members,
Prof. Taura and Prof. Hino in their observa-
tion reports on their visit to China in 2005-
2006.
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Appendix 4: College English Teaching in Japan and China

China Japan

Students Classes weekly 4 times (45minutes) Twice 90minutes
Numbers 1 class 30 1 class 35 or so
Facility LL - Power point CAL - LL. Power Point
Textbook Unified & graded free
Motivation High Medium or low
Placement Test Definitely conduct Some do
Study time daily Out class 1-Z2hours 1 hour--none
Duration required | Two years One year or a year and a half
Unified test Band test 1-4 None

Teachers Teachir'lg. . Strongly focused Average or above
responsibility

Have classes

12periods (each class

4~6 periods (each 90

45minutes) 540m total minutes) 360m- 540m
Administrative . . .
. few Committee meetings More meetings
duties
Full time 1009 459
Native speakers 2% 43%

Teaching method

Teacher-Directed

Teacher-Directed with some
student-centered

Language in class

English only

Japanese and English

Research field

Uncertain/less dedicated

Certain/ more dedicated
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