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This is a paper based on a presentation that the author presented at JALT mini-conference, “Working Together: Making a Difference in Language Education”.  In this paper I looked at the new initiatives by the MEXT for improving English education in Japan and tried to explain the difference between realities and the ideal.  I have attempted to explain emphasis on more traditional teacher -centered, solitary learning style can be attributed to predominant theories on language acquisition with emphasis on what happens inside each learner rather than the surrounding environment.  I have attempted to apply Vygotsky’s sociocultural model of learning to my mandatory English class to increase interaction among the students and give them a chance to realize their self-worth and appreciate the presence of others.

　この論文は１１月の全国語学教育学会宮崎支部・学習者ディベロプメント研究部会において行われた発表に基づいたものである。この論文では、文部科学省の英語教育の改善に向けた新たな試みの理念と実際の教室のなかでの現実の差を考察した。またコミュニカティブな授業を理念にしながらも実際は伝統的な教師中心で個人的な学習スタイルが中心となっている現状の理由をこれまでの言語取得理論が言語習得を学習者の周囲の環境、学習者間におけるインタアクションよりも個人の中での心理的現象として捉えることに重きをおいてきたことにあるのではないかと考え、ヴィゴツキーの社会文化モデルの学習理論について考察し、これを応用し、教室で実際に行った活動を通して、いかにして生徒間のインタアクションを増やし、生徒個人の自尊心、また他に対する思いやりの気持ちを育成することができるかを考察した。  
Introduction

     In 2001, Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology compiled a report on ways to improve English teaching in Japanese schools.  Following the issuance of the report, MEXT has released various reports and action plans related to English teaching.  One of them was a plan to establish English Language High Schools where teaching English would be prioritized and MEXT has decided to fund these schools designated as Super English High School.  In 2002, the action plan to cultivate English speakers in Japan was released with the view to increasing the number of Japanese people proficient in English.

   Following such trends in English teaching, MEXT has been encouraging professionals in this field to review the traditional practice and place more emphasis on cultivating the communicative ability of Japanese people.  

   Japanese English teaching has been under constant criticism for producing student who cannot handle simple conversations after studying for six years in both junior and high school.  Such a criticism is often placed against the traditional grammar translation method where students are only required to provide translations of the text without much verbal practice.  Such was the situation in Japan that the so called communicative approach was widely welcomed as a remedy for the inefficient Japanese approach.  Nowadays books with the title “communicative” are everywhere to be found.  

        In the report MEXT issued in 2003, “Regarding the Establishment of an Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities”, it has released new guidelines on how to improve English teaching in Japan.  In this report, MEXT set a goal to be reached by Japanese students learning English in Japan. 

Goals】
English language abilities required for all Japanese nationals
“On graduating from junior high school and senior high school, graduates can communicate in English” 

	   ○ 
	On graduation from a junior high school, students can conduct basic communication with regard to areas such as greetings, responses, or topics relating to daily life. (English-language abilities for graduates should be the third level of the Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP) on average.)

	○ 
	On graduation from a senior high school, students can conduct normal communication with regard to topics, for example, relating to daily life. (English-language abilities for graduates should be the second level or the pre-second level of the Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP) on average.)

	English language skills required for specialized fields or for those active in international society
“On graduating from university, graduates can use English in their work” 

   ○ 
	Each university should establish attainment targets from the viewpoint of fostering personnel who can use English in their work.


　　　Against such backgrounds, there is increasing demand from both the authority and the society for more communicative classes, where students will have more opportunities to interact with each other. However the reality in the classroom in Japan is still fat from the goal suggested by the MEXT. According to a research conducted in collaboration with Benesse Corporation, which compared English education among China, Korea, and Japan, Japanese English teachers still tend to place more emphasis on explaining grammatical structures and resorting to grammar translation method. (Yoshida 2005)
     This traditional method of teaching in Japan is based on the assumption that learning take place as the result of passing down knowledge from teachers and that learning mainly is an individual activity which takes place in isolation from others.  This kind of assumption, however, produces students who are dependent on teachers who will wait for knowledge to be passed down passively.  This is not very conductive to producing students who will be able to survive in the 21st century, who can take the initiative and learn autonomously while working together with people with different cultural backgrounds.

   One of the reasons why learning has been considered a solitary activity can be attributed to dominant theories on language acquisition, which places more emphasis on what happens inside each individual rather than what is happening outside each individual and in the surrounding environment.  In this paper, I will take a look at several predominant views on language learning and try to shift the emphasis from what happens in each individual to what happens around each individual.  Further more, I would like to show how placing more emphasis on the surrounding environment of learners would contribute to their finding their own self-worth and appreciating the values of other people as well as contributing to the improvement of their language skills.  

                 Predominant Theories on Language Acquisition
One of the academic schools that developed great interests in the issue of acquisition of language is behaviorist psychologists.   “The behavioristic approach focuses on the immediately perceptible aspects of linguistic behavior-the publicly observable responses and the relationships or associations between those responses and events in the world around them.” (Brown, 1994)  One of the best-known psychologists who have attempted to explain the mystery of language is B.F. Skinner.  In 1957, he published “Verbal Behavior”.  In the book he explained that acquisition of language is basically the same as other human behaviors.  His main point of idea was that human beings are conditioned into learning the language after receiving simple stimuli.  
     The position of behaviorist did not go without its share of criticism.  The strongest opposition to behaviorist model came from Noam Chomsky in his “Review on Skinner’s Verbal Behavior”. (1959)  Chomsky claimed in “Aspect of Theory of Syntax” (1965) that there exist innate properties of language that could explain the acquisition of language by children.  Chomsky criticized Skinner on the ground that if children were just merely imitating their parents, why wouldn’t they produce exactly the same utterances?  Children produce sentences that have never been heard before.  The inputs by parents are degenerate, sometimes ungrammatical and ill-formed, but why do the children learn to make grammatical sentences?  Creativity of language cannot be explained by behaviorism.  Chomsky formulated the hypothesis that there could be Universal Grammar that underlies the acquisition of language regardless of linguistic backgrounds.        

Sociocultural View on Language Learning

     Although, both Chomsky’s view and Skinner’s view on language acquisition offer much insight in to language learning, but both views place more emphasis on what happens inside the learners’ brain.  But there is much more to language learning and language acquisition does not take place in the social vacuum.  As children grow up to learn their mother language, there is so much happening in their surrounding environment.  According to Vygotsky, all higher mental processing happen twice in the life of each person, first on the intermental plane, in which each individual interact with people around him or her, which contributes to the person’s cognitive development.  Second, it happens on the intramental plane, in which the mental processing happens inside the individual through psychological mediation.

   According to this view, the foundation for learning takes place at first in the community of people and interaction among them and then we proceed to the next level where we engage in individual psychological processing.  In the intramental, what Vygotsky calls Zone of Proximal Development occurs. ZPD is the difference between what one can achieve alone and what one can achieve with the cooperation of others.  This insight is very interesting in view of the fact that there is a positive relation between interactions between language learners and development of the target language when they engage in communicative tasks, where the participants with different linguistic proficiency need to negotiate the meaning with each other. (MacKay 1995)  This suggests the importance of collaborative learning and the possibility that each learner will have the opportunity to move from the intermental plane to intramental plane, in other words, collaborative learning to autonomous learning.
                          Study Questions 
     In this study, I have attempted to let my students engage in collaborative learning through content-based English lesson.  The topic was on euthanasia and it was a pretty heavy topic, which does not have much relevance to 17-year-old high school students.  Topic on death seems to have no relevance to any healthy young people.  However, I thought that letting my students ponder on the issue of dying, not the death of other people but that of themselves would lead to their appreciating their self-worth and realizing the importance of life, which also would lead to appreciating the life of others.  
1. Will students be able to engage in interpersonal mental plane through collaborative learning through this topic?

2. Will they engage in negotiation of meaning which contributes to their language development?

3. Will they be able to engage in intrapersonal mental plane and discover who they are and their self-worth?

                              Method
                            Participants

     One hundred and twenty one students from my high school participated in my class.  The participants are attending a required English class in a Japanese catholic high school.  They are all Japanese learners of English, all of them speak Japanese as their mother tongue and this is their 6th year of learning English.  The students have been taught by the same teacher for 6 years.

                        Conversation with Students

One day, I had the following conversation with my students.

T: You’ve got exam coming up soon. You’d better study hard.

S: I know. It’s almost September. January is 5 months away.  But I am bored with all this studying.  Why are we studying? Aren’t there better things in life?  Life sucks!

     After hearing from a 17-year-old boy that life sucks and that there is no purpose in life, I felt the need to let them think if life really sucks.  Have they ever thought seriously about life?  
    Recently, we have seen a sudden increase on youth crimes and it looks like, young people are at loss why they are living, and what their goal is. Today’s young people are given so much that they tend to take everything for granted, even their own lives.  This attitude can be seen in the number of group suicides, which apparently do not regard human life as something precious.  One of the reasons I thought can be attributed to the culture of “faceless death”, by which I mean virtual deaths that we encounter in our life all the time.  Although we know that we all die someday, the concept of death is becoming more and more remote to us.  For example, the countless victims of terrorism and hunger around the world are real death, but by seeing them on TV and other media all the time numbed us to the possibility of such a thing happening to us, thus the illusion that we will live forever and that life is something taken for granted.  

     At the time I had this conversation, we were just reading a topic about euthanasia and in various newspapers, articles on Terry Schiavo case were everywhere, so I decided exploring the topic on death was very opportune.  My wish was to let my students think about life by thinking about their own death and realize the importance of their life and the value of other people.  
                               Procedures

  Pre-reading discussion    (group discussion)

       Students first engaged in group discussion about the following topic.  The purpose was to give them a chance to interact with each other and learn about other students’ opinion and then formulate their own ideas on each question. Another purpose was to activate their schema so reading the text will be easier. 
Phase 1

1. Define death in your own words

   2. What are doctors’ responsibilities?

   3. How do you evaluate keeping life support system on unconscious people?

   4. Who should make the ultimate decision?

   5. Why do some people want to be off the tubes?

   Phase 2
     Students engaged in listening practice about each paragraph of the text, each individual answered the question individually and later compared their answers with their group members.  The purpose of this activity is to get the students to answer the question on his or her own and engage in interaction with other students so they can be scaffold each other.   
                                　Phase 3

    Students engaged in discussing four levels of death.  According to Alfons Deken of Sophia University, there are four levels of death. Psychological, social, cultural and physical death.  Psychological death can manifest itself when one no longer feels the need to live any longer because of depression and so on.  In this sense, the person is no longer willing to live so he is as good as dead.  Social death is when one feels that he is not wanted by the society for reasons such as diseases or when one feels that he is ostracized by the society.  Cultural death is when one is deprived of any cultural activity which is necessary for meaningful human life.  Physical death is literal death in the conventional sense.  The purpose of this activity was to give the students the chance to think about what death is and realize that death is just not a physical phenomenon.
                             　　Phase 4

     Students were told to think about five important things before dying.  1. To let go of one’s obsession, 2. To forgive someone whom you have grudge against, 3. To express your thankfulness toward someone, 4. To say farewell, 5. To organize your own funeral. Especially for number four, students were told to write their own living will in English. The purpose was to get them to think about their own death, not other people’s face-less death and realize the importance of what they have now.  Some students decided to write their will in Japanese since mother tongue is more appropriate for expressing one’s emotion.  Some chose to write in English for the opposite reasons. 

                                Results
     Students were able to engage in meaningful interaction with others during the discussion session and they could help each other will vocabulary and difficult grammatical constructions.  In this sense, students scaffolded each other and learned in the Zone of Proximal Development.  Negotiation of meaning, such as “Do you mean…?” was also observed.

While writing their own will, some students asked me if they could be excused from the classroom so they could have the time to cry in their privacy.  Some students started crying and their friends started holding their hands, visibly sharing their emotions.  There was a feeling of unity and community among the students.  Most of the students expressed their thankfulness for their parents, friends, boyfriends, girlfriends, and teachers.  At the end of the class, I asked my students if they think they lack something at this moment and feel unhappy and life sucks.  Nobody raised their hand.  When I asked them to raise their hand if they are happy, some did, most did not out of embarrassment.  I asked those who raised their hand why they are happy, they simply answered that they are happy because they have their family and that they are living.  Through this activity, they re-discovered their self-worth as well as that of others.   In this sense, students helped each other move from intermental plane to intramental plane.
                               Conclusion

     Language learning is usually regarded as passing knowledge about the target language top-down and that it should be a solitary activity.  However, this deprives the students of the chance to interact with others and scaffold with each other.  In this process, students will have ample opportunities to discover their self-worth by helping other students and also discover the worth of others by being helped.   Traditional approach has a lot to offer but that is not surely the only way.  Classroom is a community of students with different skills and personalities, in other words a small cosmic world.  Interaction in the classroom will enable the students to learn various skills required in the real world.
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