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Abstract

This paper is based on a questionnaire administered to 290 first year students at Hannan University. The
questionnaire was created specifically for students who are enrolled in low-level EFL courses in the
Faculties of Business, Economics and Management Information, in hopes of providing EFL educators with
a greater understanding of what students desire from English classes, and aid in developing classes which
are more relevant and satisfying for their learners. This paper will examine learner perceptions of EFL
education and discuss how EFL educators at Hannan University may use the results of the survey to create
a more meaningful curriculum.
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Introduction

Most educators would agree that among the main aims of a foreign language course are to improve
learner skills in the target language and engender an interest in the language which may motivate students
to continue learning, even after completion of the course. There exists in Japan an often noted paradox, in
which the demand for EFL education is very high, yet the enthusiasm to actually learn English is low
(Benson, 1991). This paradox is apparent to many university EFL educators who see a dissonance in
attitude when learners express their hope to communicate well in English, yet appear to make minimal
effort in the classroom to achieve that goal. At Hannan University, it can be recognised by the fact that
most students discontinue their study of English as soon as they have achieved the minimum number of
language class credits required for graduation (typically one year), despite expressing a belief that it is
important to learn and be able to communicate in English, and being dissatisfied with their general
proficiency. Given that English is a common entrance examination subject for both upper-secondary
school and university, students have at least one clear need to study English through their years of
secondary schooling. However, beyond secondary schooling, that particular need no longer exists. This
raises some questions: Do students have other needs for English language education? Do they develop
new needs after they enter university? Are these needs strong enough to motivate students in their
learning?

In order to answer these kinds of questions and to understand this paradox, educators ought to first take
student perceptions of studying English into consideration, and make ongoing efforts to assess and
comprehend learner attitudes toward the language and its study so that curriculum can be evaluated and, if
necessary, improved or adapted in order to ensure that learners are provided with the best learning
environment possible”.

To that end, a study was conducted in which first year university students were surveyed by
questionnaire to determine their attitudes towards English as a language and to the study of it, and to gain
insight into learners’ self-perceptions of their proficiency. It should be noted that this survey is an initial
step towards understanding a multi-factorial situation. It is planned that further studies of instructor and
administrator aims and beliefs will be undertaken to facilitate deeper understanding of the current
curriculum.

Needs Vs. Wants

In developing a curriculum, most educational institutions will need to consider a number of criteria
which are not necessarily purely educational. Available facilities, budgetary issues and perceptions of the
requirements of potential employees may conflict with desirable educational aspirations, such as smaller
class sizes, access to up-to—date technology and resources, and in-service training for educators. In
practice, administrators and educators must make compromises between what they believe to be in the
best interest of their students, or what would best fulfil their perception of students needs, and what can
realistically be achieved in a particular institution or educational environment. This process may result in a
curriculum ostensibly designed for students, but without direct student input, and therefore not take
account of what students themselves actually consider important, necessary or desirable.
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When discussing curriculum and learner perceptions of their education, it is perhaps useful to first
distinguish between needs and wants, with respect to both the learner point of view and the educational
institution perspective. That is, what both the learner and the school perceive to be a necessity for future
English use, and what the student currently wants from the course. Most learners may know that they
need to study English for the future, but appear to not want to prepare for that need before it arises.
However, many students have may not have been informed specifically about in which ways English may
be useful to them in their future after they actually graduate (Sargent, 1992), and given their limited life
experience, it might be unreasonable of educators to expect learners to be able to fully participate in
developing an English needs analysis for either the present or the future. That is, what students need may
be unclear even to themselves, because they haven't had enough opportunities to formulate or articulate
their needs. Conversely, as wants relate to what learners determine is relevant to their present lives,
students most likely will be able to give opinions on what they feel is applicable to their lives or what
aspects of English they actually enjoy learning during the time the English course is being taken.

Perhaps as a consequence of this, needs are often determined not by the students who actually
undertake the course of study, but by administrators and educators who decide what is necessary or most
important for students to learn. Yet, as noted above, because of the difficulty in understanding just what
students would like to gain from English language education, these institution determined needs may not
match what students actually want to study. It is possible, then, that the lack motivation displayed in the
classroom may result from a resentment at being served what they are told they need, rather than what
they actually want.

It is also possible that what students are perceived to need and what they want may be incompatible. It
may also be that learner attitudes towards, experiences of and expectations for a course are not taken well
enough into consideration when planning a curriculum (Sakui and Gaies, 2002). Perhaps by comparing
what students say they want from an English course with what an existing curriculum offers them, reasons
can be found for the paradox of why students who place high importance on language learning also appear
to have low interest in actually studying it.

Two further questions arise for those involved in curriculum design and instruction: “What does this
distinction between wants and #needs mean for universities? Should curriculum cater to what students
prefer, or prepare them for what they will be required to do in the future?” (Sargent, 1992). It is hoped that
this study, and subsequent studies, will go some way to answering these questions at Hannan University.

Method

This study is based on the responses of 290 first-year students in the Faculties of Business, Economics
and Management Information at Hannan University to an 11 item questionnaire (see appendix). All
students are enrolled in two 90 minute classes in English per week: one class with a Japanese teacher of
English and one class with a native speaker of English. The questionnaire was administered in Japanese
(an English translation of the questionnaire is provided in the appendix) at the beginning of the school
year in April in an initial attempt to assess the attitudes of students before their transition from high school
to university English classes had become entrenched. The questionnaire aimed to understand learner
perspectives of their English experiences so far, as well as to collect data on what learners want or expect
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from their university English classes.
Results and Analysis of Questionnaire

Figure 1 shows that in response to Question 1 on the questionnaire, only 35% of students say they like
English, while 64% answered Question 8 saying they want to use English in the future, predominately at
work or for travel. The relatively small number of students who say they like English was an interesting
result in itself. Future research should include an attempt to elucidate the reasons why students like or
dislike English. It is conceivable, for example, that some students may have a dislike for English as a
school subject, but not necessarily as a language or as a means of communication, because of their
experiences in secondary school in which they may have felt overcorrected in a teacher-centred class and
felt they had no control over their own learning (Asato, 2003). Many learners’ negative experiences in
secondary school EFL classes may have caused them to internalize a state of “demotivation,” whereby
learners complete a program of study with a lower rate of self-confidence than they began with (Falout
and Maruyama, 2004) . It would also be informative to understand why students who claim they do not like
English want to use it in the future.

It is also noteworthy that 65% of students say they don't like English, but that almost 80% of students say
that they want to study English at university (Question 9). It might have been expected that a larger
number of students would prefer to study a language other than English or not to study a foreign language
at all. Coupled with the responses to Questions 3 and 4 (Figure 2), in which approximately 90% say they
consider it important to both learn and to be able to communicate in English, it is perhaps reasonable to

1. Do you like English? 8. Do you want to use English in the future?
35% 36%
[OYes [OYes
ONo [ONo
64%
Figure 1
3. Do you think it is important to be 4. Do you think it is important/necessary
able to communicate in English? to learn English?
11% 7%
O Yes O Yes
[ONo [ONo
89% 93%
Figure 2
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speculate that although students may not particularly like English, they do have some some perception
that in an age of increasing globalisation, in which English is the international lingua franca (Crystal,
2003), it is increasingly necessary to be able to communicate effectively in a broader domain than the
Japanese speaking world.

Remembering that most students in the Faculties of Business, Economics and Management Information
at Hannan University discontinue English language study after one year, this again appears to demonstrate
the paradox of a high demand for EFL education versus a lack of desire to learn. However, could it be that
students do not lack a desire to learn, but feel their needs/wants/learning opportunities are not being
fulfilled?

Responses to several questions show that students place a higher value upon oral/aural English
language skills than on reading or writing. In response to Question 5, over 90% of students say they
consider being able to understand spoken English to be more important than being able to understand
written English. To Question 10, students indicated that speaking and listening were the areas they would
most like to study more (Figure 3).

5. Do you think it is more important to be able
understand written or spoken English?

%

[ Writing
[ Speaking

93%

10. Which area of English would you like to study more?

200
150

100

' =4

0 1 1 1 1 1
Reading Writing Speaking Listening Grammar Vocabulary TOEIC

Figure 3

Although only 18% of students use English in their daily life (Question 7), the most common way of
using English was to watch movies and listen to music (Figure 4). In answering Question 11, “What kind
of activities would you like to experience in university English language classes?,” (Figure 5) learners
ranked movies and music the highest out of a total of thirteen areas, approximately three times higher than
grammar and pronunciation which ranked third and fourth. Also of note in this particular question, reading
newspapers and magazines ranked fifth, and it could perhaps be concluded that learners are motivated by
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7a) What do you use English for in your life now?
40
30
20 A 33
10 d 13 0
) = @ ) @7
Movies Music Reading Letters Other
Figure 4
11. What kind of study activities would you like to experienc
in university English language classes?
200 190
151
150 >
100 —
63
55
50H 4‘_’—‘* 41 323455
13 |_| 13
O 1 1 1 I,_ll I,_ll|_|I|_|I|_|I|£|Ilill1
P Q = = B ] o I3 S =
£ %z £ £ 5§ §5°® 5 5 ¢ £ g2 £ 2
) s g Rl = =] = E Q ] Qs o o
= g 8 8 & 5 =2 3 © 9af 5
S 2 2 & & 2 9 &
S = é) 3 =
&
Figure 5

authentic materials, such as English movies, music, newspapers and magazines. If educators could find
ways to adapt and use authentic materials and facilitate speaking practice from them, learners may feel as if
their wants are being met.

Compromising Curriculum

Some educators or institutions may feel it best to keep learners on a rigid course that rarely deviates
from a standard set curriculum, and hesitate to employ alternative methods or materials like multi-media
because they feel it conflicts with the regular curriculum. In some instances, this may mean that a single
textbook dictates what learners are exposed to in each lesson throughout the year. If educators fail to
evaluate and exploit content from textbooks critically, however, lessons may be irrelevant and/or
uninteresting to learners. In fact, a substantial number of studies have shown that “there is a great divide, a
lack of fit, between grammar and textbook descriptions of the target language and real language use...
textbooks neglect important and frequent features of the language spoken by real language users”
(Barbieri and Eckhardt, 2007). While following a single commercial textbook may be “safe”, with the
added benefit of reducing preparation work, it may not be the method most motivating for students. If one
of the main goals of the educator is to create genuine interest and motivation in learners, student wants will
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also need to be recognised. Incorporating authentic materials that students are interested in may help to
bridge the divide between unauthentic textbook English and real English. Using movies, music,
newspapers and other authentic materials in the classroom is one way to heighten interest and excitement
in the target language. As noted above most learners at Hannan University who use English in their daily
life do so for movies and music. If learners feel that the English they use in the classroom is relevant to
their own lives, they may begin to relate more positively to the L2.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many teachers of English at Hannan University feel that their classes
consist of students of varying degrees of English proficiency. Authentic materials, such as music videos,
movie clips or comics, may work well in these kinds of multi-level classes. Despite what might be
considerable “up-front” preparation time, teachers may also find that with minimal adaptation, authentic
materials can be re-used for a number of years. Using a non-teacher centred medium of learning, such as
a DVD, may make the classroom a more comfortable and less judgemental environment for learning
(Walker, 1994). Teachers and students alike may find this lower pressured classroom more effective to
function in. One of the challenges facing educators in providing authentic, stimulating multi-media content
is dealing with resources which were designed for native speakers, and which may also be too advanced
for learners. However, with creative lesson planning, educators can experiment with various ways to make
English movies and English music level-appropriate and relevant for their classes. Using movies and
music will also make lessons more interesting and memorable while lowering learning inhibition level and
raising motivation (Lems, 1996). Songs can provide a break from the regular curriculum, helping to
develop a less threatening classroom atmosphere where learners will be more likely to participate
(Schoepp, 2001) . Reducing anxiety and creating a better classroom atmosphere can also motivate students
to speak more in the target language. Speaking is ranked highest as the area that learners would like to
focus on (Figure 3), and is also the area that students feel to be their weakest area of proficiency. If
educators can find a way to incorporate movies and music based activities to stimulate speaking, learners
may be more willing to participate and gain confidence and interest in classroom learning. Students may be
more willing to speak out, make a comment, or express an opinion if they are genuinely interested in the
content of the lesson. Movie and music based lessons still need the strong presence of the teacher to help
students understand and enjoy the authentic language, so educators should be proactive when preparing
and administering these multi-media materials (Seferoglu, 2008).

Educators may find success with a combination of their own teaching style and introducing authentic
materials into the classroom while still staying focused on a commercial textbook (Drakos, 2005).
Attempting to find the right balance between the standardised curriculum and what the educator finds will
motivate learners could aid improvement in language proficiency and lead to a better outlook by students
on their L2 abilities. If planned and balanced correctly, curriculum needs and student wants do not have to
be in opposition. The compromise, or the “‘peace’ involves negotiations between teachers and learners
which aim to re-focus the scope of the class, which attempt to align tasks compatible with the level of the
group and the needs of the curriculum” (Ryan, 1998).

In the questionnaire, approximately 1/3™ of learners self-assessed their language proficiency in the four
skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking to be poor, and another 1/3™ of learners self-assessed
their proficiency to be very poor. Despite having spent six years at secondary school learning English for
several hours per week, approximately 90% answered that they were not satisfied with their level of
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proficiency. This overwhelming high negative perception by individuals of their abilities, perhaps indicates
a negative impression of their learning experiences to date, yet 75% believed that the English they studied
in high school will be useful in the future. This result could be interpreted in several ways. It may be that
while students feel their English language skills are not as good as they would like them to be, they still
feel that the English language instruction they had received was of a high quality and would prove useful in
the future. On the other hand, it may equally reflect a perception that the English language instruction they
received was not of a particularly high standard, but that it was better than no English study at all. It may
also merely be a cultural manifestation of humility. Therefore further research ought to attempt to clarify
which of these interpretations, or others, is accurate.

Conclusion

The data used in this research is a reminder for educators that the development of curriculum and the
teaching materials used in it is an on-going and natural process that can be achieved from staying focused
on what learners regard as necessary and desirable (Davies, 2006). This does not mean that educators
should simply conform to students’ wishes, but it does mean that students should be consulted on their
wants and expectations for a course (Sargent, 1992). In addition to the suggestions made in this paper to
introduce movie and music based lessons into the classroom, both educators and learners will find it
beneficial to continue to search for new ideas, resources and authentic materials, such as those available
on the internet, to expand their curriculum and create interest and a more positive attitude towards EFL
learning (Aydin, 2007). As most learners have been subjected to 6 years of the yakudoku method, it may be
beneficial for them to experience new forms of learning, to give them new perspectives on the language,
how they can learn it and perhaps why they should study it.

One of the biggest challenges of educators is to mediate the contradiction between high expectations of
curriculum and low motivation (Ryan, 1998). The question is how educators can fulfil curriculum goals as
well as student wants while simultaneously raising motivation levels. Each educator should try to take into
account their own particular learners’ wants when preparing lessons, while not losing sight of the common
curriculum. What learner English needs actually are will continue to remain a debatable topic. But for the
current time being, EFL educators can work towards creating a curriculum that is more student-friendly.
Perhaps, when students feel that their EFL wants are being fulfilled, they will think more about why they
actually need to study it. Further research could be made to gain insight on what educators believe to be
beneficial at raising motivation and confidence levels in their learners. Continuing research on learner
perceptions of English, its study as well as self-assessment of ability may be conducted to measure
improvement of attitude. In order to affirm that learners are satisfied with having their language wants
fulfilled during classroom time, follow-up research is needed. This would allow instructors to take part in
teacher self-development, and also allow them to evaluate the effectiveness of the curriculum being
implemented.

Notes

1) For the purpose of this paper, the term “curriculum” will be used in a broad sense to refer to both the contents of a
particular class and the overall EFL programme at Hannan University.
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1. Do you like English? Yes / No
2. How much do you enjoy:
Not at all Very much
Reading 1 2 3 4 5
Writing 1 2 3 4 5
Speaking 1 2 3 4 5
Listening 1 2 3 4 5
3. Do you think it is important to be able to communicate in English? Yes / No
3a) Why?
4 . Do you think it is important/necessary to learn English? Yes / No

4a) Why?

5. Do you think it is more important to be able understand written or spoken English?

Written / Spoken

6 . What is your English language proficiency in:

Very Poor

Reading
Writing
Speaking
Listening

1
1
1
1

DO DN DN DN

w w w w

NN

6a) Are you satisfied with this level of proficiency?

Reading

Speaking

oboooooo

Yes / No
Yes / No
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Fluent
5

5
5
5

Writing

Listening

Yes / No
Yes / No
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7 . Do you use English in your life now? Yes / No
7a) What for? Please circle (you may choose more than one).

8.

10.

11.

Watching films, listening to music, reading books, newspapers, magazines, writing

letters, e-mail, other (please specify) .

Do you want to use English in the future? Yes / No

8a) Whatfor? Travel, study, work, other (please  specify).

8b) Do you think the English you have studied at high school will be useful in the future?
Yes / No

. At university would you like to learn:

English / Alanguage other than English / No foreign language

Which area of English would you like to study more: (you may choose more than one)

reading, writing, speaking, listening, grammar, vocabulary, TOEIC preparation, other

What kind of study activities/materials would you like to experience in university English language

classes? (you may choose more than one)

Watching films Listening to music Grammar drills
Pronunciation practice TOEIC/TOEFL preparation Vocabulary Development
Reading newspapers and magazines, etc Pair work Group Work

Language Games Role Play Other- please specify

(20084F 7 H11 HE#peE)
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