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As Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology continues its drive 
towards the goal of improving Japanese citizens’ communicative competence in foreign languages, 
at a time when there is an ever greater squeeze on contact time for English lessons, there is 
an increasing need for language teaching methodologies which can achieve more with less. To 
that end, this paper advocates for practical instruction in English courses. With reference to 
the literature, the case is made that practical instruction in the form of various active learning 
pedagogies can work towards not only primary course objectives such as gains in language and 
content knowledge and skills, but also towards less tangible but equally desirable goals such as 
enhanced social and cognitive skills, and various affective factors.

Keywords: �Active� learning� pedagogies,�Project-based� language� learning,�Content� and� language�
integrated�learning,�Content�skills,�Cognitive�skills

Introduction

While� it� is� true� that�many� Japanese�people�
have� little� or� no� interest� or� need� to� use� a�
foreign� language� communicatively,� there� are�
many�others�who�are�actively�seeking� to�become�
more�communicatively�proficient� in�one�or�more�
foreign� languages� for�professional,� academic�or�
social�purposes.�The�release�by�Japan’s�Ministry�
of� Education,� Culture,� Sports,� Science� and�
Technology�(MEXT)�of�its�Strategic�Plan�(MEXT,�
2002),�Action�Plan�(MEXT,�2003)�and�subsequent�
Courses� of�Study� for�English� at� elementary,�
junior� and� senior� high� schools� (MEXT,� 2008,�
2009a,� 2009b,� 2011)� evidence� the� realisation�
that� it� is� no� longer� enough� to� know� about� a�

language.�These�policy�documents�put�a�greater�
emphasis�on� the�need� for�Japanese�people� to�be�
able�to�use�foreign� languages�communicatively� in�
practical,�real-world�settings.�Furthermore,� this�
capacity�should�be�developed�across�not�only�all�
four� language�macro-skills� (speaking,� listening,�
reading�and�writing),�but�also�related�sub-skills�
such�as�using�questions�or�applying�appropriate�
textual�organisation�and�genre�conventions.�These�
policy�documents�did�however�still�recognise� the�
importance�of�language�knowledge,�predominantly�
grammar,�vocabulary,�spelling�and�pronunciation,�
which�have� traditionally�been� the�primary� foci�
of� foreign� language�study.�This� intended�shift� in�
focus� from�predominantly� language�knowledge� to�
an�emphasis�on�practical� language�communicative�
competence� is� in� response� to� the� perceived�
need�to�prepare�Japan�to�meet� the�challenges�of�
internationalisation�and�globalisation.

To�meet�this�demand�for�higher�communicative�
proficiency�within� practical� settings,� foreign�
language� teachers�have�responded�by�attempting�
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to� implement�pedagogies�such�as�Communicative�
Language�Teaching�(CLT),�Task-Based�Language�
Learning� (TBLL),� Content� and� Language�
Integrated� Learning� (CLIL),� Project-Based�
Language�Learning� (PBLL)�and�other� forms�of�
Active�Learning� (AL).�These�all� share�many�of�
the�principles�of� language� teaching�and� learning�
central� to� the�Communicative�Approach.� Indeed,�
van�Lier� (2006,� p.� xiii)� sees� all� forms� of�AL�
as� “flow[ing]� from� the� same� ideological� and�
pedagogical� well”,� one� in�which� the� learner’s�
active�cognitive,�social�and�linguistic�participation�
are�key�to�enhancing�their�practical�communicative�
language�proficiency.�A�discussion�of� the�extent�
to�which�this�pedagogic�shift�has�been�successful�
or�not,�and�the�reasons�why,�is�beyond�the�scope�
of� this� paper,� but� it� forms�part� of� the� line� of�
argumentation� to�acknowledge�that� this�shift�has�
been�implemented�with�varying�degrees�of�success�
at�different�levels�of�Japan’s�education�system.

The� purpose� of� this� paper� is� to� make� a�
case� for� foregrounding� education� that� places�
a�much� greater� value� on� developing� practical�
communicative� competence�without� completely�
overlooking� the� need� for� language� knowledge.�
It� does� not� specify� any� particular� domain� or�
profession�because�the�case�presented�here�can�be�
applied�to�almost�all,�if�not�all�domains.

A Multitude of Options

Learning�by� doing�has� been� a� central� tenet�
of� apprenticeships� worldwide� for� centuries.�
More�recently,� such�practical� instruction�within�
mainstream�education� has� been� termed� ‘Active�
Learning’,�but� this�covers�a�very�wide�range�of�
pedagogic�options�from�which�a�teacher�interested�
in�making� language� and/or� content� instruction�
more�practical�can�choose.�The�not�exhaustive�list�
below�shows� the�diversity�of�AL�options,� each�
with�an�example�of� literature�demonstrating� its�
use:�

•��problem-posing:�Freire�(1970);
•���problem-based� learning:� Savoie�&�Hughes�

(1994),�Barell�(2007);
•��investigative�research:�Kenny�(1993);
•��investigative�learning:�Fried-Booth�(2002);

•��exploratory�learning:�Legutke�(1984,�1985);
•���negotiated� language� learning:� Legutke� &�

Thomas�(1991),�Eyring�(2001);
•��cooperative�learning:�Fushino�(2010);
•��collaborative�learning:�Davey�(2001);
•��action-based�learning:�Waddill�(2006);
•��experiential�learning:�Carter�&�Thomas�(1986);
•��holistic�learning:�Blanton�(1992);
•��project�approach:�Diffily�(1996);
•��project-work:�Hardy-Gould�(2003);
•���project-oriented� approach:�Carter�&�Thomas�

(1986);
•��project-based�learning:�Wood�&�Head�(2004);
•���project-based� language� learning:�Kemaloglu�

(2010),�Simpson�(2011),�Moritoshi�(2017).

This� diversity� demonstrates� the� flexibility�
inherent� in�AL� teaching� such� that,� with� due�
consideration,�one�form�or�another�can�be�tailored�
to�meet�the�needs�of�almost�any�teaching�context�
while�also�accounting� for� institutional�or�other�
limitations.�This�flexibility�is�one�of�the�strengths�
of� AL� pedagogies� which� make� it� relatively�
simple� to� introduce�practical�education� into� the�
classroom.

Language Knowledge

To� grammar, � vocabulary, � spel l ing� and�
pronunciation�which� are� traditionally� the� foci�
of� foreign� language� courses,� should� be� added�
punctuation.�Despite�the�fact�that�this�component�
of� language�knowledge� is� important� in�making�a�
writer’s� intended�meaning�clearer� (Truss,�2003),�
it�might�be� considered� to�be� largely�neglected,�
even�at�the�degree�level.

Children�naturally�acquire�their�first�language�
(L1)� through� exposure� and� opportunities� to�
generate,� apply� and� continually� refine� their�
understanding�of� its� forms�and�functions�as� they�
grow.�Formal�language�lessons�are�unnecessary�to�
grasp�the�basics�by�the�time�children�enter�school.�
Krashen’s� Comprehensible� Input� Hypothesis�
(1985),� Comprehensible� Output� Hypothesis�
(1998)�and�Monitor�Theory� (2003)�go�some�way�
to� explaining� the� cognitive� linguistic�processes�
involved.�This�suffices� for�acquiring� the�L1,�but�
since�most�families�in�Japan�do�not�use�more�than�

12 Moritoshi CHUGOKUGAKUEN J.   Vol.  １９



one�language�at�home,�pre-school�age�children�are�
unlikely�to�learn�a�foreign�language�through�these�
processes�unless� their� family�provides�sufficient�
exposure� via,� for� example,� television,� videos,�
online�sources�or�story-telling.

Therefore,� some� instruction� in� elements�
of� English� language� knowledge� are� needed�
at� school� and� this� continues� into� university,�
albeit� it� hopefully� at� a� higher� level.�Well-
implemented�CLT,�TBLL,�CLIL,�PBLL� and�
other�AL�pedagogies�have�been�shown�to�result�in�
significant�gains�in�language�knowledge�above�and�
beyond�that�found�with�more�traditional�methods�
such� as� grammar� translation� and� Present-
Practice-Produce� (PPP)� commonly� found� in�
language�classrooms�in�Japan.�

The�principle�reason�given�for�these�enhanced�
gains�is�that�the�learners�are�cognitively�involved�
in� trying� to� generate,� test� and� refine� their�
understanding� of� the� foreign� language’s� forms�
and�functions.�In�other�words,�the�communicative�
classroom� seeks� to�mimic� the� environment� in�
which�children�naturally�acquire� their�L1.�The�
learning�effect�is�accelerated�by�virtue�of�the�fact�
that� the� target� language� (TL)� is� being�used� to�
do�something,�whether� it�be�sharing� information,�
solving�a�problem,�making�a�decision,�answering�a�
question�or�finding�new�information,�all�of�which�
are�the�bases�for�various�forms�of�AL.�It� is� the�
practical� element� that� provides� the� impetus� or�
drive�to�use�the�TL�and�by�using�it,�to�gradually�
acquire�it.

Content and Language Integrated Learning

As�with�any�other�skills�such�as�piano�playing�
or�writing�Chinese� characters,� practice� is� key�
to� development.�This� in� itself�makes� the� case�
for�making�TL� instruction� practical,� but� not�
all�practice� is� created�equal.�Where�a�practice�
task� is�perceived�by�students� to�be�of�personal,�
academic�or�professional� interest�or� relevance,�
they�are� likely� to�engage�with� it�more�actively.�
So,� it� seems� logical� to�give�students� tasks� that�
relate� directly� to� their�major� subject� area,� or�
even� to� integrate� those� tasks�with� those� from�
other� related� courses.� This� is� the� principle�
underlying�CLIL,�in�which�the�tasks�are�designed�

to�simultaneously�develop�students’�understanding�
of,� and�proficiency� in� the�TL�and� field-specific�
content� knowledge� and/or� skills.�For� example,�
students�of�Business�Management�could�be�tasked�
with�developing�a�marketing�plan� for�a�product�
of� their�choice,� to�be�presented� in�English�upon�
completion.�This�draws� together�a�range�of�TL�
knowledge,� language�macro-� and�micro-skills,�
content�knowledge�of�marketing,�marketing�plan�
design� and� presentation� skills.�Such�projects,�
often�completed�in�small�groups�and�by�necessity�
over�an�extended�period�of�time,�have�been�shown�
to� develop� language�macro-� and�micro-skills�
(Peterson,�2008;�Kemaloglu,�2010)�and�associated�
self-efficacy�(Moritoshi,�2017).

Mohan� (1986)� sets� out� a� framework� by�
which� such�CLIL�projects� can�be�designed�and�
implemented.�He�advocates� for� this�approach� to�
language�instruction�because,�as�he�explains:

Language�is�normally�a�medium�of�learning�
about� the�world.�A�child�communicating�
with�a�mother�is�learning�about�the�world,�
and� learns� language� in� the� process� of�
learning�about�the�world.�Both�in�research�
and�in�classroom�practice� it�makes�little�
sense�to�disconnect�language�learning�from�
learning�about�the�world.�(p.�3)

In�other�words,� since� language� is�how�we� learn�
about� our� surroundings� as� a� child,� it� makes�
sense�to�utilise�that�innate�ability�to�acquire�new�
content-related� knowledge� and� to� develop� new�
content-related� skills� through� language,� in� this�
case�the�TL.

The Desirable but Intangible Benefits of 
Practical Education

In�addition� to�working� towards� language�and�
content� knowledge� and� skills� development,� the�
AL�options� listed�above�can�work�towards�other�
desirable� but� less� tangible� goals:� social� and�
cognitive�skills�development�and�effect�on�affect.

Social and Cognitive skills
By�working� together� in� small�project�groups�

over� several� lessons,� weeks� or� even�months,�
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students�have� the�opportunity� to�develop�social�
skills� such� as� cooperation,� collaboration� and�
compromise�with�others.�This� is�particularly�the�
case�in�the�early�stages�of�a�project�which�require�
students� to�plan,�design�or�assign�group�member�
roles� or� tasks.�These� same� requirements� also�
make�cognitive�demands�on�the�students�to�solve�
problems,�make�decisions�in�real-time�and�to�think�
critically�and�logically.

Effect on Affect
Another�desirable� intangible� is� the�positive�

effect� that� practical� instruction� can� have� on�
motivation,� confidence,� self-efficacy,� interest,�
engagement� and� enjoyment.�Moritoshi� (2017)�
showed� that�when�project�work�was� conducted�
with� Japanese� junior� college� students� in�
their� English� courses,� it� yielded� not� only�
perceived�gains� in� the�main� learning�objectives,�
(knowledge� of� grammar,� vocabulary,� spelling�
and�pronunciation,� and�development� of�English�
speaking,�listening,�reading�and�writing�skills),�but�
also�perceived�improvements�in�learner�autonomy,�
self-confidence,� and� interest.� A� commonly�
occurring� theme�extracted� from� the�qualitative�
data�was� that� these�affective�outcomes�resulted�
from�students�perceiving�PBLL�projects� to�be�
highly� “practical”�and�an�effective�and�efficient�
use�of�class�time.

Conclusion

This� paper� has�made� a� case� for� language�
teachers� to� put� a� higher� priority� on�making�
foreign�language�instruction�more�practical�rather�
than�adhering�to�the�more�traditional�foci�on�TL�
knowledge.�‘Practical’�is�taken�to�mean�not�merely�
communicative�but�applied,�goal-oriented�TL�use,�
achieved�through�the�use�of�tasks�which�students�
perceive� as� engaging,� useful� and� relevant� to�
their�studies,� future�career�path�and/or�personal�
interests.

With� a� very�wide� range� of� communicative�
and�AL�pedagogies� to�choose�from,� it�should�be�
possible� to� find�one� that� can�work� towards� the�
students’�learning�needs�while�also�accounting�for�
prevailing� limitations,� for�the�purpose�of�making�
larger�gains� in�communicative�competence� in� the�

short� time�available� to�students�and� teachers� in�
their�university�foreign�language�courses.�

References

Barell,� J.� (2007).�Problem-based learning: An 
inquiry approach� (2nd�ed.).�Thousand�Oaks,�
CA:�Corwin�Press.

Blanton,�L.�L.� (1992).�A� holistic� approach� to�
college� ESL:� Integrating� language� and�
content.�ELT Journal,�46(3),�285-93.

Carter,�G.,�&�Thomas,�H.� (1986).� ‘Dear�Brown�
Eyes’:�Experiential� learning� in� a� project-
oriented� approach.� English Language 
Teaching Journal,�40(2),�196-204.

Davey,� I.� (2001).�The�use�of� collaborative�web�
page-design�projects�for�teaching�EFL,�with�a�
focus�on�Japanese�university�students.�CALL-
EJ Online,�3 (1).�Retrieved� from�http://www.
callej.org/journal/3-1/davey.html

Diffily,� D.� (1996).� The� project� approach:� A�
museum�exhibit� created�by�kindergarteners.�
Young Children,�51(2),�150-158.

Eyring,�J.�L.� (2001).�Experiential�and�negotiated�
language� learning.� In�M.�Celce-Murcia,�D.�M.�
Brinton,�&�M.�A.�Snow�(Eds.),�Teaching English 
as a second or foreign language� (3rd�ed.,�pp.�
333-344).�Boston,�MA:�Heinle�&�Heinle.

Freire,�P.� (1970).�Pedagogy of the oppressed.�
New�York,�NY:�Continuum.

Fried-Booth,�D.�L.�(2002).�Project work�(2nd�ed.).�
Oxford:�Oxford�University�Press.

Fushino,�K.�(2010).�Let’s�try�cooperative�learning�
projects!� In� M.� Stoke� (Ed.) ,� JALT2009�
Conference Proceedings� (pp.�359-369).�Tokyo:�
Japan�Association�for�Language�Teaching.

Hardy-Gould,�J.�(2003).�Project work�(Elementary-
Intermediate).�London:�Scholastic.

Kemaloglu,� E.� (2010).�Project-based foreign 
language learning: Theory and research.�
Berlin:�Lambert�Academic�Publishing.

Kenny,�B.� (1993).� Investigative� research:�How�
it�changes� learner�status.�TESOL Quarterly,�
27(2),�217-231.

Krashen,�S.�D.� (1985).�The input hypothesis: 
Issues and implications.�White�Plains,�NY:�
Longman�Group.

Krashen,�S.�D.� (1998).�Comprehensible� output.�

14 Moritoshi CHUGOKUGAKUEN J.   Vol.  １９



System,�26(2),�175-182.
Krashen,�S.�D.� (2003),�Explorations� in�Language�

Acquisition� and� Use.� Portsmouth,� NH:�
Heinemann.

Legutke,�M.� (1984).�Project�Airport:�Part� 1.�
Modern English Teacher,�11(4),�10-14.

Legutke,�M.� (1985).�Project�Airport:�Part� 2.�
Modern English Teacher,�12(1),�28-31.

Legutke,�M.,� &� Thomas,� H.� (1991).� Process 
and experience in the language classroom.�
Harlow:�Longman�Group�UK�Ltd.

MEXT.� (2002).�Developing a strategic plan to 
cultivate “Japanese with English abilities”- 
Plan to improve English and Japanese 
abilities.� Retrieved� from� http://unpan1.
un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/
APCITY/UNPAN008142.htm

MEXT.�(2003).�「Eigo ga tsukaeru nihonjin」  no 
ikusei no tame no kōdō keikaku (an)  「 英 語
が使える日本人」の育成のための行動計画 ( 案 )�
[Action plan to cultivate “Japanese with 
English abilities” (draft)].�Retrieved� from�
www.mext.go.jp/b_menu/shingi/� chukyo/
chukyo4/007/gijiroku/03032401/009.pdf

MEXT.� (2008).�Chūgakkō gakushū shidō yōryō 
eigo-ban (kari wake) gaikoku-go 中 学 校 学 習
指導要領英語版 ( 仮訳 ) 外国語� [Course of study 
guidelines for foreign languages in junior high 
schools (provisional translation)].�Retrieved�
from� http://www.mext.go.jp/component/a_
menu/education/micro_detail/__icsFiles/afieldfi
le/2011/04/11/1298356_10.pdf�

MEXT.� (2009a).� Kōkō gakkō gakushū shidō 
yōryōgaikoku-go eigo-ban (kari wake) gaikoku-
go�高校学校学習指導要領外国語英語版 ( 仮訳 ) 外
国 語�[Course of study guidelines for foreign 
languages in senior high schools (provisional 
translation)].�Retrieved�from�http://www.mext.
go.jp/a_menu/shotou/new-cs/youryou/eiyaku/__
icsFiles/afieldfile/2011/04/11/1298353_9.pdf

MEXT.� (2009b).�Kōtōgakkōgakushūshidōyōryō 
eigo-ban (kari  wake) eigo �高等学校学習
指導要領英語版(仮訳)英語� [Course  o f  s tudy 
guidelines for English in senior high schools 
(provisional translation)].�Retrieved� from�
http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/� shotou/
n ew- c s / you r you/ e i y a ku/__ i c sF i l e s /
afieldfile/2012/10/24/1298353_3.pdf

MEXT.� (2011).�Foreign language activities.�
Retrieved� from� http://www.mext.go.jp/�
component/english/__icsFiles/afieldfi
le/2011/03/17/1303755_011.pdf

Mohan,�B.�A.� (1986).�Language and content.�
Reading,�MA:�Addison�Wesley�Publishing�
Company.

Moritoshi,� P.� (2017).�The Perceived English 
Language Learning Outcomes Associated 
with Project-Based Language Learning: A 
Case Study at a Japanese Junior College.�
Unpublished�doctoral�thesis.�Aston�University.

Petersen,� C.� (2008).�Project-based learning 
through the eyes of teachers and students: 
Investigating opinions of PBL in adult ESL�
(Unpublished�Master’s� thesis,� University�
of�Victoria,� Victoria,� British�Columbia).�
Retrieved� from�https://dspace.library.uvic.
ca/bitstream/handle/1828/1114/Cristina%20
Petersen%20MA%20thesis%20final%20copy.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Savoie,�J.,�&�Hughes,�A.�S.�(1994).�Problem-based�
learning�as�classroom�solution.�Educational 
Leadership,�52(3),�54-57.

Simpson,� J.� (2011).� Integrating project-based 
learning in an English language tourism 
classroom in a Thai university.�(Unpublished�
Doctoral� dissertation).�Catholic�University�
Sydney,�Australia.

Truss,�L.� (2003).�Eats, shoots and leaves: The 
zero tolerance approach to punctuation. �
London:�Profile�Books�Ltd.

van�Lier,�L.�(2006).�Foreword.�In�G.�H.�Beckett,�
&�P.�C.�Miller� (Eds.),�Project-based second 
and foreign language education: Past, present 
and future� (pp.� xi-xvi).� Greenwich,� CT:�
Information�Age�Publishing.

Waddill,� D.� (2006).� Action�E-Learning:� The�
impact�of� action� learning�on�a�management-
level� online� course. � Human Resource 
Development International,�9(2),�1-15.

Wood,�A.,�&�Head,�M.� (2004).� “Just�what� the�
doctor�ordered”:�The�application�of�problem-
based� learning� to�EAP.�English for Specific 
Purposes,�23(1),�3-17.

Accepted�July�23,�2020.

15A Case for Practical English Education at the University Level２０２０




	目次
	01_Hironori Sasaki
	02_Paul Moritoshi
	03_Yamamoto & Moritoshi
	04_Watson & Sasaki
	05_Watson
	奥付

