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Abstract 

In this paper we describe the rationale of teaching 

English to primary students as a foreign language 

and the practice of the rationale. 
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1  Introduction 

Although many public and private primary schools 

have already started to teach English to 

children, 2011 is the first year that all public 

primary students are exposed to English at their 

schools formally in Japan. There are still different 

viewpoints on that policy. 

Kunitachi Gakuen Elementary School, a private 

elementary school which has 120 students in each 

grade, has started to teach English since 2010. 

Before starting to teach, we discussed  the 

premise of teaching English to children as a 

foreign language. Then we proposed what aspect of 

language we focus on. Finally, we planned how to 

teach.  

    

2  Rationale  

According to Lightbown & Spada(1995), one or 

two hours a week-even for seven or eight years- 

will not produce very advanced second language 

speakers(p.165). Ellis (1994) reviewed a lot of 

second language acquisition research on the effect 

of age and suggested the merit of early studying of 

second language learning may be pronunciation. 

Those negative results of early start of language 

learning lead to different viewpoints on the policy. 

One of the reasons could be lack of consistency of 

curricula of language teaching, Educators should 

pay more attention to which area they are supposed 

to focus on at each class (Kakihara, 2002).    

Japanese children had learned English in many 

places such as private primary schools, after school 

classes, and at home before the government policy 

came into operation. It means there are many 

experienced teachers and those teachers may have 

different belief. That environment may cause the 

chaotic discussion. In this section we propose the 

appropriate areas of language we should focus on to 

try to integrate various ideas. . 

 

2.1 Areas of language  

Language is composed of various areas, therefore, it 

is difficult to teach or learn all areas at one time. 

The definition of those areas is not the same 

depending on the researchers. According to Stern 

(1983), the areas of language and the branches of 

linguistics are: 

1. speech sound    in phonetics and phonology 

2. words          in lexicology, semantics, and  

morphology 

3. sentences       in syntax 

4. meaning        in semantics 

5. text(dialogue,    in discourse analysis 

  narrative, poem) 

  For one thing, we are going to examine a 

question, “What’s your name?” Almost all 

beginners may be asked that question in a 

classroom in the first lesson. When we try to ask 

that question correctly, we need to have knowledge 

of all areas mentioned before, such as 1)speech 

sound, 2)words, 3)meaning, 4)syntax, and 5)text. 

Even a short sentence includes various areas when 

people intend to tell the meaning appropriately. In 

this respect, to practice the sentence several times 

does not guarantee that the students can use the 

sentence. Even though they know the meaning of 

the sentence in their native language, it does not 

always reach the level of communication. Therefore, 

we have to choose appropriate and possible areas to 

teach depending on the level of students. That is 

why educators are supposed to be conscious of 

students’ ages, levels and environment. Then 

educators are possible to find methods and 

materials. 
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  Japanese English education is sometimes 

criticized for grammar-conscious. However, every 

sentence has complex aspects  of language 

including grammar. Whether the focus of teaching 

is communication or grammar is too vague to teach 

actually.  

 

2. 2 Focus on certain area 

We know babies start to speak one word around 1 

year old after cooing and babbling if babies’ 

auditory is sound. Until then, babies sense the 

sound around them and try to produce those sounds. 

Babies can follow the sequence unconsciously. On 

the other hand, foreign language learners have to 

mimic the sound of the target language consciously. 

For young learners, it seems to be easier to follow a 

similar process of acquiring native language. 

 

2.3 BICS and CALP 

Cummins (1979/,1981a) distinguished two different 

notions on language, BICS - Basic Interpersonal 

Communicative Skills and CALP – Cognitive 

Academic Language Proficiency. Cummins (2008) 

argued that BICS/CALP distinction was not 

proposed as an overall theory of language 

proficiency but as very specific conceptual 

distinction that has important implications for 

policy and practice. It is often the case that 

educators are not conscious of the distinction then 

the students are burdened by the program. Primary 

students need to start to acquire basic interpersonal 

communicative skills  

 

2.4 Cognitive development 

Children grow dramatically in their elementary 

school days, from first graders to six graders. 

Therefore teachers must not ignore some 

viewpoints from developmental psychology.  

Piaget (1970, 2007) indicated that children at 

around 10,11 years old show a different aspect of 

cognition. According to Piaget, children who are 

before ten or eleven years old can grasp objects 

through concrete things, however, they do not 

deduce the result from rules. Children who are 

after eleven, or twelve years old suppose 

hypothesis then they can reach the conclusion. A 

great different way of teaching between children 

and adults is the outcome of cognitive 

development (Kakihara, 2006)  

 

3   A practical program 

Even though we focus on the sound of English, 

students have started learning various subjects at 

school. Different from pupils of kindergarten, 

primary school students are familiar with reading 

and writing in their native language. Generally 

language learners have to acquire four skills, 

listening, speaking, reading writing. In our program, 

we hope students will learn those skills gradually as 

follows:  

listening -listening songs and chants in the 

textbooks and picture books 

speaking -mimicking what the students hear  

and personalize them 

reading -recognizing letters and read words  

and sentences 

writing -copying letters, words, and sentences 

 

3.1 Third graders (40minites×32) 

3.1.1 Listening Speaking 

Our initial aim is to help students acquire speech 

sound, therefore, students are supposed to be 

exposed to authentic English and imitate it. We 

choose a textbook named “BIG BIRD’S YELLOW 

BOOK” (Oxford) and some picture books.  

The author of the textbook mentioned that the 

philosophy of the book was based on BICS and 

CALP. Therefore there are no letters in the first 

textbook of the series. First of all it matches our 

program. All topics are from everyday 

communication. 

Picture books are source of interests. Stories 

always attract children and pictures help them 

understand the stories. We do not have to worry 

about unfamiliar words and sentences for students 

very much because language learners always face 

unfamiliar words and have to conquer them by 

guessing. Moreover picture books always tell the 

readers backgrounds and culture of the stories 

naturally.  

Goswami (2008) argued that an important part 

of language acquisition is phonological 

development. Our program seems to conform to 

natural development of humans.  

 

3.1.2 Reading Writing 

Different from listening and speaking, even native 

speakers have to practice reading and writing to 

acquire those skills. In the natural setting, children 

gradually notice letters and start to read words 
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around them. Moreover children can read some 

words while caretakers read children stories and 

learn to read more at school. Children seem to 

have similar experience of following a single letter 

one by one in their infancy. In any case, they never 

try to read and write what they can say at the 

beginning.  

Surprisingly a lot of textbooks for beginners 

require students to read and write what students 

practice in the textbooks. There is a big gap 

between what they can say and what they can read 

and write.  

Even though we choose the textbook which 

does not have any letters, we hope the students can 

read and write gradually. So we make our own 

worksheets to practice reading and writing. The 

procedure is to read and write the alphabet, to 

match capital letters and small letters and to copy 

the words and sentences.  Though final goal of 

writing might be to write the students’ own ideas, 

our goal is to copy the model correctly and then to 

personalize the model.   

    Practicing reading and writing could lead to a 

bridge to junior high school English lessons. When 

the contents of the primary students’ experience can 

be internalized, students are possible to analyze 

them and understand them clearly. If so, it can be 

meaningful to study English at primary schools. 

 

3.2 Sixth graders ((40minites×10) 

Kunitachi Gakuen is a private school so almost 

all students challenge to take an entrance exam of 

private junior high schools. 2010 was the first year 

to start to teach English for only third graders, 

therefore, sixth graders took ten English classes 

after the exam and before their graduation. 

From cognitive developmental point of view, 

sixth graders are quite different form third graders. 

Six graders are ready to apply some rules, therefore, 

we tell the rules of writing sentences and the 

students try to copy them correctly. Those rules are 

the initial letter should be capitalized and periods or 

question mark is needed after the final letter and so 

on.  

What we could do was not much such as to sing 

some songs and chants and to make the students 

copy some sentences using our own worksheets. 

Our goal is to make the students be familiar with 

the sound and to avoid their anxiety about English 

lessons. We hoped they would be motivated by 

those lessons.  

 

4   Evaluation 

Monkasho or Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology in Japan does not 

want educators to evaluate students, however, we 

need to evaluate both for students and teachers. 

Fortunately the textbook has listening test at the end 

of every unit. In addition to that, we ask some 

questions concerning what they learned. The name 

of the test is English Quiz. We allot one point for 

one question. The results of 2010 and 2011 are 

figure 1 and 2. Each frequency is similar. The 

percentage of the average point is 94% in 2010 and 

91% in 2010. The results indicate that students 

could understand what they learned.    

                                            

  

Figure 1: English Quis (Unit 1) in 2010 

 

 

Figure 2: English Quiz (Unit 1) in 2011 

 

5  Future plan 

In 2011, new third graders take lessons based on the 

same program as 2010. We change a little to get 

better. New fourth graders proceed to learn more. 

Next year we will choose a new textbook for fourth 

graders. Our next goal is to examine the results and 

apply to the future program.  
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