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In September 2011, an advertisement appeared in Japanese newspapers for
a recently published book titled 90% of Japanese People Don’t Need English.'
The credited author, Makoto Naruke, is a Japanese businessman and former
president of Microsoft Japan. The advertisement, which was subtitled “Don’t
let the English-language industry make a sucker out of you,” highlighted a
few of the book’s assertions, including “Idiots are idiots, even if they can
speak English,” “The stupider people are, the more they study English,” and
“Just knowing English doesn’t mean a person knows how to work.”

Advertisements, of course, are designed to draw consumers’ attention, and
it is not difficult to guess the attention-drawing strategy behind that particular
ad. The English-language education business in Japan is indeed large and
complex enough to be called an industry, and Japan is awash in billboards,
television commercials, newspaper and magazine advertisements, and other
commercial messages designed to redirect consumers’ money to the study
of English. While there are practical consumer needs that drive these efforts,
including the value of English ability in some careers, this industry could not
exist without the deeply entrenched image within Japanese culture of English-

language fluency as a sign of talent, success, and trendy cosmopolitanism
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and the perhaps unavoidable (and, to some, embarrassing) corollary of that
image —the fact that most people in Japan are not, in fact, fluent in English.
The authors of the advertisement obviously hoped that, by presenting the
book as claiming that studying English is actual detrimental, they would
attract sympathetic purchases by consumers who already feel disappointed or
resentful about the gap between society’s apparent expectations for English-
language ability and those consumers’ actual English skills.

The book itself is only slightly more nuanced in its argument. It offers
some rough statistics to back up the claim of its title that only 10 percent of
Japanese need English in their work or personal lives (pp. 27-30), criticizes the
move by some Japanese companies to make English the language of internal
company operations (pp. 66-74), and argues repeatedly that studying English
and obtaining high scores on standardized English tests do not correlate to
the ability to do real-world work (passim). It also provides advice, based
largely on the author’s personal experience, on how to learn English for those
supposedly few Japanese who actually need to do so (pp. 188-235). Scattered
throughout the book are remarks—presumably designed to buck up readers
with inferiority complexes about English—about the supposed superiority of
Japan’s culture and language (pp. 5-6, pp. 35-36, etc.).

Aside from such nationalistic discursions, Naruke’s book is a typical
example of a minor category in Japanese publishing: books of advice on how
to learn English. A large bookstore is likely to contain several dozen recent
works in this genre, from serious books calling for a return to translation-based
learning methods, which have fallen out of fashion in recent decades (such
as Sugawara, 2011), to books whose titles claim that English can be learned
without study, such as Absolutely Don’t Study English (Chung, 1999); effort,

such as How to Learn English Without Struggling (Nishizawa, 2010); or time,
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such as A Book About How You Can Come to Speak English Extremely Easily
in One Week (Nishimura, 2008). It should be noted that these books are not
themselves textbooks for learning English; many of them, in fact, contain very
little English at all. Rather, they are attempts to enlighten, reassure, or goad
readers so that they adopt the authors’ recommended methods for becoming
more fluent in English. They are published, of course, because their authors
and publishers know that there is a large potential market of such readers:
Japanese people unhappy with their own inability to speak and use English.
It was this context—the popular interest in today’s Japan in determining
what techniques are best for learning another language —that led me to dip
into earlier writings on the subject. In January 2010, I was invited by the
Kanto Branch of the English Literary Society of Japan to speak about the
creation of the English vocabulary textbook 7odai Eitan (Department of
English Language, 2009), to which I had contributed. I had recently become
aware of the vast number of high-quality scans of out-of-copyright books from
North American libraries that were becoming available for free online reading
and downloading at the Internet Archive (www.archive.org) and had written a
paper that drew heavily on such texts (Gally, 2009). I thought that my audience
might be interested in how foreign-language educators in previous centuries
had approached the teaching and learning of vocabulary, so I started exploring
the Internet Archive’s not always well-indexed resources. In my brief survey, I
found little of interest related to vocabulary in particular, but I did come upon
much discussion of issues about second-language learning in general —issues
that are still alive today. Those findings became the core of my presentation to

the English Literary Society and of this brief essay.
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In 1727, a book by J. T. Phillips was published in London with the short

title A Compendious Way of Teaching Antient and Modern Languages. The

full title was more expansive:

A Compendious Way of Teaching Antient and Modern Languages,
Formerly Practiced by the Learned Tanaquil Faber, and now With little
Alteration, faithfully executed in London; With Observations on the same
Subject by several eminent Men, viz. Roger Ascham, Richard Carew,
Mr. Milton, Mr. Lock, &c., with an Account of the Education of the
Dauphine, and of his Sons, The Dukes of Burgundy, Anjou, and Berry;
With the Marchioness of Lambert’s Letter to her Son. To which is added,

An Essay on Rational Grammar.

The book opens as follows:

A Reverend Divine ... did earnestly press me some time ago, to draw
up a Method for teaching the Learned Languages; telling me, he was of
Opinion, that the Greek and Latin might be learned as other Languages
are, in a shorter time, and to better purpose, if a right Method was
observ’d; and that he had heard of a Boy, now a Student in a famous
University, (brought up by me) who in the Space of three Years, attain’d
to a competent Skill in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, besides the speaking
of French and Italian very intelligibly, and understanding Spanish
Authors.

I assured him that all this was Fact; and that the same Method, assisted

with good Natural Parts, Diligence, and Desire to learn, would always
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produce the same Effect; and that, without Whipping, Beating, or the
least Degree of such School-Discipline and Severity, which make many
hopeful Youths hate Learning, and turn Truants before they are capable

of knowing what Learning is. (pp. 1-2)

In even this brief excerpt can be seen many of the issues that still resonate
in language learning and education: claims for the superior effectiveness of a
particular pedagogical method; criticism of contemporary teaching methods
(although, it must be admitted, those methods—*“Whipping, Beating,”
etc. —are very different from those criticized today); and an emphasis on the
importance of learner motivation.

In an essay included in the same book, Richard Carew made another claim

that resonates especially in Japan today:

I have also conferred with many Gentlemen, who (having learn’d
Grammar by Rule, and foreign Languages by Rote) have likewise
acknowledged, how much they profited by Practice than by Precept; and
likewise how much worse it sped with those who followed the Grammar
Rules of those foreign Tongues, than with others who neglected them,

and plied the Practice of Speech. (pp. 135-136)

The controversy over the importance and necessity of grammar instruction
in English-language learning continues to rage, of course, in Japan, with the
pedagogical pendulums swinging backing and forth between the conscious
teaching of systematic linguistic rules and an emphasis on practical,
communicative language use. The same issue, it seems, was argued over in

England nearly three centuries ago.
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The pedagogy against which Philipps and Carew were arguing can be seen
in another book preserved at the Internet Archive, A Treatise on Education
with a Sketch of the Author’s Method by George Chapman (1784). In this
account of both his theories of education and the actual teaching methods
used in the grammar school at Dumfries, Scotland, where he was headmaster,

Chapman wrote:

The first thing beginners are taught in this school, is the use of language
in general, the letters of the Roman alphabet, their powers and different
classes, the way of combining syllables into words, the nature of a noun,
both substantive and adjective, the declension of an English noun, and
the terminations of Latin nouns as they correspond to the different cases

of the five declensions. (pp. 179-180)

The book is not explicit about the “beginners” described here, but they seem
to have been boys of around nine or ten years of age. While there are few
advocates today for beginning elementary education with “the nature of a
noun, both substantive and adjective,” Chapman was not so different in his
attitude from those who advocate a return to greater teaching of grammar at
the early stages of English-language education in Japan.

Another issue much debated in Japan now is the proper role of the stu-
dents’ first language —that is, Japanese—in the English-language classroom.
Educators who regard oral communication skills as central to language learning
call for classes to be conducted primarily or exclusively in English, while
those more concerned with acquisition of the written language —especially as

preparation for high school and university entrance examinations—feel that
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the use of the students’ first language in the classroom promotes such learning
more effectively. In addition, many teachers who have first-hand teaching
experience with unmotivated students insist that it would not be feasible in
most schools to conduct English classes without using Japanese. (The ability
of many native-Japanese English teachers to conduct classes in English,
especially at the junior-high and high-school levels, has also been questioned.)
As shown by a 2010 survey of high-school English teachers conducted by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (n.d.-a), in
which fewer than 15 percent of English teachers in English I classes in regular
education programs (i.e., programs without a special emphasis on English)
were found to speak English to their students more than half of the time (p. 3),
the direct, target-language-only method is not yet widely adopted in Japanese
schools.

The argument over what language should be used in the classroom took
place in past centuries as well. In a book published in London in 1775 under
the title A Grammar of the French Tongue, with a Prefatory Discourse,
Containing an Essay on the Proper Method of Teaching and Learning that

Language, Lewis Chambaud wrote:

It is a great abuse introduced in most schools to force beginners to speak
nothing but French among themselves. They of necessity must either
speak wrong (even supposing that they have a competent stock of words
and expressions, for ’tis the utmost absurdity to pretend that they will
learn them by guessing) or condemn themselves to silence. The first
cannot but be very detrimental to them; since they thereby accustom
themselves to a barbarous broken French, which is no language at all,

and cannot be worn out without infinite pains. The second is still worse,
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for it hinders them from disclosing freely their thoughts, and straitens in
some measure their understanding; but, above all, gives them the utmost

aversion to the language, their books, and master ... (p. xvi)

The concerns raised in this passage eerily echo the arguments made in Japan
today against the exclusive use of English as the medium of instruction in school
English classes, including the fossilization of nonstandard forms of the target
language (“barbarous broken French”), the reduced conscious acquisition of
linguistic structures (“straitens in some measure their understanding”), and
the loss of student motivation (“the utmost aversion to the language”).

On the other side, in a book originally published in London in 1888 and
republished in 1903, The Teaching of Languages in Schools, W. H. Widgery

argued for the exclusive use of the target language:

Our whole system seems planned to give a self-conscious knowledge
about the language and not the language itself ... . If our object is to
penetrate into the very arcana of another tongue, to think and feel as a
Frenchman thinks and feels, then surely this will be accomplished the

quicker, the more the English is kept out of sight. (p. 40)

Widgery also raised the issue that is perhaps most keenly felt in the field of
English education in Japan, that is, the relationship between the acquisition of

communicative language skills and preparation for examinations:

Ought it not rather to be our desire to give a real command over the
language, even though that command be limited to things of everyday

life? Theoretically we do, indeed, look on the capacity to speak as one of
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the aims of our teaching, but it “doesn’t pay” in examinations—as little
as the examinations themselves “pay” in after life—and, worst error of
all, the power to speak is put at the end of the school career, or more

correctly outside of it, instead of at the very beginning. (p. 41)

Translated into modern Japanese, this passage could be inserted directly into
debates in Japan about the proper role of English-language education without
any hint that it originated more than a century ago. It should be noted, too,
that the placing of the “power to speak” outside “the school career” has been
a major factor supporting the huge English-conversation-school industry in

Japan.

In April 2011, after years of piloting and preparation, “foreign-language
activities” — English lessons, in almost all cases — became part of the standard
fifth- and sixth-grade elementary-school curriculum in Japan (Ministry of
Education, n.d.-b). The issue of whether it is suitable or appropriate for all
Japanese children to be exposed to English at such an early age has been widely
debated, with the arguments in favor pointing to the increasing importance of
English in today’s world and the value of starting language learning early, and
the arguments opposed including doubts about the quality and quantity of the
curriculum prepared under the guidance of the Ministry of Education and the
ability of regular elementary-school teachers, usually not themselves skilled
in English, to guide language classes, even in coordination with fluent, often
native-English-speaking assistants.

An additional objection, one I have heard frequently from Japanese people

not involved in language education as well as seen in newspaper columns
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and other commentary, is that studying English early will harm Japanese
children’s acquisition of their first language. “Children should master
Japanese first,” is the standard refrain, “and only then start studying English.”
I have not been able to determine if this objection is based on actual cases of
semilingualism —that is, the failure to acquire native competency and literacy
in any language—in Japanese children in Japan exposed to English at young
ages or if it instead reflects other issues, such as concerns about changes in the
Japanese language over time or a nostalgic attachment to the education that
the speakers themselves received when young.

In any case, this objection is neither new nor unique to Japan, as indicated
in the following passage in an article by L. A. Lowe, which appeared in The

Modern Language Quarterly in 1901:

It has often been uttered as a reproach—Surely children should learn
their own language properly before learning another. True, they certainly

should learn their own language, but while learning another. (p. 108)

Twice in my cursory survey of pre-20th-century recommendations on
language teaching I ran across curious numerical coincidences. The first was

the following passage, from Chambaud (1775):

One may daily see in schools young lads who have been learning French
for five or six years, and who pass with some, for good scholars, on
account of that readiness with which they express themselves. But they
observe no concord at all; cannot so much as make the adnoun agree with

the noun ... (p. xviii)
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The “five or six years,” in conjunction with the observation of a lack of
“concord”— that is, agreement— jibes eerily with a lament by Yasunari Takada
from the introduction to the academic writing textbook First Moves (Rossiter

& Department of English, 2004) about university students in Japan today:

Many high school graduates who have studied English for six years
cannot even correctly use the third-person singular verb suffix s. (p. v,

my translation)

A similar numerical coincidence appeared in Lectures on Popular
Education by George Combe (1834) as part of an argument against the

teaching of classical languages in public schools:

It is a fact quite notorious, that nine-tenths of the children educated in a
commercial town do not follow professions for which Greek and Latin
are indispensable; and hence the time and money expended by at least

this proportion of pupils are most unprofitably bestowed. (p. 36)

This “nine-tenths,” of course, is echoed precisely in the claim by Naruke
(2011) that a similar number of Japanese people do not need to be competent
in English.

.

The debates over the best methods for teaching foreign languages
necessarily focus on classroom contexts. While many adults do study foreign
languages on their own, the study methods they use are not likely to become
controversial, as those methods are not imposed on other autodidacts. Disputes

over learning strategies occur only when the learning takes place —or doesn’t
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take place—through teaching.

Teaching, of course, is done by teachers, and the quality of the teacher
naturally affects the quality of the learning. With foreign languages, the size of
the class is also an important factor, especially when practicing conversation.
While grammatical rules and literary texts can be taught in lecture halls to
hundreds of students, it is difficult to practice conversational interaction
effectively with more than a handful of students in a class, especially if the
interactions are supposed to imitate real-life situations among fluent speakers.
A strong consumer demand for language education therefore results in a
strong demand for teachers. If the supply of teachers is limited, as is often the
case with popular foreign languages, there is inevitably upward pressure on
the price of lessons and a concomitant downward pressure on the quality of
the teachers. This phenomenon can be seen in Japan in the many foreigners
able to earn a living teaching English conversation with little or no training as
teachers and little knowledge of the English language other than their ability
to speak it.

The problem of unqualified language teachers, it seems, is not unique to
our current era of globalized English, as shown by Lewis Chambaud’s remark

in his 1775 book:

... I'am satisfied that the little progress of Learners is often owing to the
mismanagement of Teachers, who are so far from being qualified for their
art, that they do not so much as suspect that it is one. Teaching French is
become the profession of Foreigners of all sorts, who know not how to
shift for a living, and often have no qualification at all. The generality of
the French know not their mother-tongue: but the few who are masters of

it, are not on that single account capable of teaching it. (pp. v-vi)
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The complaint by George Combe quoted above about the lack of any need
for Greek and Latin knowledge for youth in the 1830s is part of a much larger
debate that threads through many of the 19th-century texts examined for
this study: whether language education should focus on classical or modern
languages. (For arguments on the other side, see, for example, Farrar 1867.)
Despite the curious numerical match between Combe’s assertion about Latin
and Greek in the early 19th century and Naruke’s claim about English in Japan
today, it would be fair to say that the classical-or-modern debate has ended.
Although Latin and Greek continue to be studied in some limited contexts
in the West and classical Chinese still appears on some university entrance
examinations in Japan, whatever voices now advocate wider classical-
language education have become so quiet as to be inaudible to anyone in
the mainstream of second-language education. The battle was hard fought
a century and more ago, but, as public education became nearly universal
and classical languages came to be used less and less in academia and the
professions, the modernists won decisively.

Another difference between pre-20th-century debates and the current field
of second-language education is the emergence of systematic approaches to
the study of language learning. The earlier recommendations from the 18th
and 19th centuries on how to teach and learn languages all seem to have
been based on the subjective personal experiences of teachers and learners
themselves; the literature surveyed for this essay, at least, reveals little or no
attempt to study the acquisition of second languages scientifically. The steady
accumulation in recent decades of objective research on how people actually
learn languages should lead eventually, one hopes, to the widespread adoption

of whatever teaching methods are found to be most effective.
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However, the impression gained from this brief perusal of language-learning
guides and polemics from past centuries is that there has not, unfortunately,
been much overall progress. The issues of which students should study
foreign languages, what language a teacher should use in class, how explicitly
grammar should be taught, and whether translation should be used in language
learning are all fundamental and affect everything that goes on in the language
classroom. With the ability to use more than one language so vitally important
in today’s world, it is disappointing that no broad consensus has yet been

reached about how second languages should be taught.

Notes
' This title and the quotations that follow are my translations of the original Japanese.
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