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Policy and Practice in Relation to Second and Foreign
Language Acquisition in the EU: Possibilities for
Japanese Language Education

(A4 >~ : University of the Basque Country, 201444 H 1 H~ 201543 H 31 H)

As is well known, English language education
in Japan faces a number of challenges. Despite
the many hours of teaching and study devoted
to the English language, the scores of Japanese
test takers in international tests of English,
such as TOEFL and IELTS, are among the
lowest in the world. This situation continues
even after numerous attempts and initiatives
have been made over several decades to
improve English language education in schools.
As is equally well known, Japan relies for
its prosperity on international trade, with an
especially heavy reliance on the rest of the
world for resources and even for food. In
recent years, Japan's rate of food self-sufficiency
has fallen to 39% in terms of required calorie
intake. Put simply, without international trade
and interaction, Japan as we know it could not
exist. The main language of communication
in use around the world is, of course, English.
Clearly, in a globalised and ever increasingly
tightly meshed international environment,
new ways of thinking about and approaching
English language education in Japan are
required.

From April 2014 until March 2015, I was
fortunate enough, with the kind assistance and
understanding of my colleagues at Hannan

University, to be able to spend time attached

il dE#d% Martin Parsons
to the University of the Basque Country
investigating language education in Europe in
general, and in the Spanish Basque Country
in detail. In particular, I was interested in
the application of Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL) approaches
to foreign language learning, which I found
was prospering in some schools there,
though by all means not in all schools. I also
found evidence of some other interesting
developments which may prove of interest
to Japanese educators and education policy
makers. I was able to discuss language
education with a number of researchers from
around Europe. Interestingly, I learnt that
in addition to Europe’s 23 official languages,
there is also a large number of regional and
minority languages spoken throughout the EU.
Many of these languages are spoken in areas
which cross national borders, creating various
difficulties for administrators, educators and,
indeed, individuals. Without intervention from
policy makers and educators a not insignificant
number of these languages are in danger of
disappearing completely.

As I have explained in a paper recently
published in the Hannan Ronshu (vol. 50 no.
2), the Basque language is an autochthonous

European language. It is considered to be the
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oldest language spoken in Europe. However,
unlike most other languages in Western
Europe it is not an Indo-European language.
In fact, scholars believe it is related to no
other language currently spoken and cannot
decisively determine its origins. Over hundreds
of years, the area in which it is spoken has
contracted to a small area deep in the Bay
of Biscay on either side of the Spanish-
French border. For most of the period of its
existence, the majority of Basque speakers
were probably monolingual and illiterate, with
just a small number being literate and multi-
lingual in Basque and one or more of the
majority languages it came into contact with.
Over time, Basque language and culture came
to be oppressed on either side of the border
as national governments sought to increase
control over their territory. From early in
the 19" century, it was often thought that
Basque was destined to become extinct. For
the majority of the 20™ century, especially
during the years of the military dictatorship
lead by General Franco, the use of Basque
was outlawed in official domains, including in
schools.

After the end of the dictatorship in 1975,
Spain made a peaceful transition to democracy,
and in doing so delegated some powers to its
various regional governments, including the
region known as the Basque Autonomous
Community (BAC). Among the powers
granted to the BAC was the right to make
Basque a co-official language with Spanish,
although this applies only within the BAC. The
BAC also has control over education in the
region.

Through the ensuing four decades, due to
huge efforts on the part of individuals, schools,
various associations and institutions, Basque

language education and use in the BAC has

increased dramatically. Of great importance
has been teacher education and support. This
has included providing teachers with fully-paid
leave from teaching duties for up to two years
in order to learn Basque, which has taken the
number of teachers in the education system
able to teach in Basque from approximately
5% to in excess of 80%, and the establishment
of training centres, known as Berritzegune for
teachers, staffed by seconded school teachers
who develop materials and provide regular
training in schools and at the training centres.

Another innovation was the establishment of
three broad models of bilingualism for schools,
dubbed Models A, B & D. In Model A the
curriculum is mainly in Spanish with a small
amount of Basque each week, Model B divides
the curriculum roughly equally between
Spanish and Basque and Model D is mainly in
Basque with a small amount of Spanish each
week. Originally, most schools were Model A,
and Model D the least common, but over time
this has reversed to the current situation in
which Model D is the most common and Model
A the least common.

The main aim behind these Models was to
create bilingual speakers throughout the BAC.
Improvements were made, but not everyone
achieved the desired level of facility in Basque.
Simply teaching a language as a subject has
not resulted in communicative competence
for the majority of learners. This situation
called for new ways of looking at language
teaching and learning, with CLIL being one of
the approaches attempted and considered to
provide good outcomes.

Concurrently, the European Union has been
promoting the need for multilingualism, and in
the early years of the 21* century began calling
for all citizens to begin learning at least two

languages from an early age and eventually
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called for the aim of achieving the ability to
communicate in the mother tongue plus two
other languages. In the BAC, traditionally the
main foreign language learnt had been French,
but in light of global developments, the main
foreign language taught has become English.
Other languages, such as French, German
or Italian, still find a place in the education
system, but increasingly as the fourth language
after Basque, Spanish and English.

This multilingual approach creates challenges
for both teachers and pupils. In response, a
new approach, that of the integrated language
curriculum, is being developed. Subjects are
not simply taught in, or through, different
languages, as might be the case in CLIL or
immersion curriculums, but the languages
and subjects are taught in such a way as to
complement each other. For example, one

primary school I visited on numerous occasions

asks pupils to select a theme each year. All
subjects in each year level, regardless of which
language is used (in this case Basque, Spanish
and English), are geared towards achieving
a particular goal (some kind of whole-school
celebration or festival). This seems to foster
a cooperative spirit within the entire school
community, in addition to the language benefits
derived. Such an approach places difficulties
in front of teachers. It requires a great deal
of communication and cooperation, as well as
extra work, particularly in terms of developing
teaching materials. However, the benefits
appear to be significant.

In light of this, I believe it is reasonable to
suggest that trends in language education
in the BAC and across Europe may offer
interesting insights to we educators in Japan
as we seek to create a more effective learning

environment for pupils and students.
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