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Institute. Yet, answers to Questions 15 and 16 informed that this does not mean those 

nonnative Japanese speakers did not encounter problems caused by a lack of knowledge 

of how to speak the language in a socioculturally appropriate way. The feedback related 

to Question 14 follows: 

 The Institute did great—but only 1.5 years … one will still make mistakes 

after coming to Japan. Getting embarrassed is part of learning Japanese! 

 The Institute provided sound and appropriate cultural awareness instruction. 

As my Japanese level and understanding improved, I was able to have a 

greater appreciation of the instruction provided. 

 I cannot recall any specific examples, although I am sure there were times I 

utilized the wrong expression and did not realize it. I would not place any 

blame for this on the Institute, but rather the process of continuing to become 

comfortable with a foreign language. 

 I had no experience at all with Japanese culture or language prior to coming to 

the Institute (I had never heard the Japanese language before). Therefore, I felt 

the Institute prepared me exceptionally well because I understood the basics 

of the culture enough to communicate and function in Japanese society. I did 

not know casual speech very well, but since I knew polite speech very well, I 

was able to start with polite speech in all situations and learn to transform my 

speech into casual speech if needed. 

The majority of comments provided by survey participants on sociocultural issues 

concerned formal/politeness styles. Students offered positive and negative comments. 

Following is the list of the positive comments: 



92 

 

 Although some students may argue against the focus on formal patterns at the 

Institute, they are extremely useful especially during a setting where a formal 

tone is more appropriate. It is certainly easier to obtain those skills at the 

Institute, and it seemed more appreciated, even when used inappropriately. 

 The keigo (honorific politeness) and politeness instruction at the Institute was 

very good, and helped me in my job very, very much. 

 I feel the more formal grammatical structures we learned were sufficient basis 

to ensure that we used culturally appropriate language. I was able to 

effectively communicate for work and I did not insult or offend anyone with 

my language usage. 

 I’m glad we studied keigo. A lot of co-worker conversation was at the 

informal level. Practicing multi-levels of formality within a short period 

would be helpful. For instance, within a few minutes timeframe I found 

myself talking with a subordinates, co-workers, and superiors. 

 We were taught quite a formal register of Japanese at the Institute. I suppose 

it’s better to be too formal and make people smirk a little, rather than be too 

informal and offend someone. The Institute did not give much instruction in 

casual Japanese. Of course. The school is aimed at professional Japanese, so I 

understand, but there were times when, in more casual settings, my Japanese 

was too formal. 

Whereas some people appreciated the instruction about formal/polite expressions 

they received at the Institute, other former students shared their negative experiences in 
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using socioculturally appropriate expressions, especially when conversing in Japanese in 

casual situations. Following are the comments they provided: 

 Sometimes a Japanese person would tell me, “Your Japanese is very beautiful” 

which I eventually realized was a nice way to say, “Your Japanese might be a 

little too formal for this conversation.” 

 I feel there might be over-emphasis on polite language use. It is a great 

starting point, but I quickly found that most friendly conversations quickly 

stop using polite language. It took me a while to adjust to that. 

 I often receive comments from my Japanese counterparts that my Japanese is 

very polite. It is not necessarily a good comment as I am uncomfortable 

engaging them in casual discussions because I don’t know how to use the 

shortened casual grammar. I also have some difficulty following their casual 

discussion as the skipping of particles, or shortcuts to verbs are unfamiliar to 

me. I also rarely use keigo – (honorific politeness) while I am in situations that 

may be appropriate for keigo – my Japanese counterparts have no expectation 

for foreigners to use it. 

 If anything, I cannot speak or understand very casual speech. 

 I have grown up in a Asian culture situation, so I was already inherently 

sensitive to the cultural aspects of Japan at least at a basic level. The only 

speech style I was taught and know is the proper style taught at the Institute. 

My problem is that I can’t use any other speech style even when the situation 

calls for it. 
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 I learned and practiced only polite and formal speech format, which has limits 

while living in Japan. Not every situation uses formal speech format. 

 Different speech styles (e.g., formal/informal) remain the most challenging 

aspect of the Japanese language for me. 

Several former students observed that mastering culturally appropriate language 

use requires an enormous amount of time, because the language and the culture are vast 

areas to learn. The following are the comments these graduates provided: 

 There are too many expressions to remember! We only touched on a small 

portion at the Institute, but I’ve learned more since then. 

 Japanese language and culture are so wide ranging. Although the Institute is 

as a world-class program, it would be impossible to teach within 1.5 years 

enough Japanese and culture for a graduate “not to have any problems.” 

Problems in culture, or appropriate language were not due to insufficient 

instruction at the Institute, but due to such a huge amount of language and 

culture here in Japan. 

 Japanese culture is rich and old, and I didn’t expect the Institute to make me a 

cultural anthropologist; therefore, of course there were times, still now, that I 

have to learn something rooted in cultural to better understand what was/is 

being communicated. 

 There’s no way to totally prepare us, because we are still foreigners, and 

Japanese people, even in Tokyo, will see us that way. But knowing the 

language and some basic customs of being polite go a long way here, or at 

least give people the impression of us as either individuals or as Americans. 
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 I think the cultural instruction was great, but you really arrive in Japan, you 

realize how little you actually know. Especially, I was surprised about how 

different command relationships and administrative practices were in the 

Japanese national security organization, versus the one in the US. Also, things 

acceptable in the US such as self-deprecating humor don’t go over well in 

Japan. 

 Japanese is always going to be a lifelong pursuit and using culturally 

appropriate language takes time. The Institute provided a good foundation for 

it, but getting to a level of full proficiency is difficult in the amount of time 

given. 

 Using proper speech style in Japanese is a skill gained over time. I do not 

think any graduate from the Institute would be able to do this perfectly 

without living for some time in Japan. It may be useful to cover some more of 

the cultural aspects of Japan such as holidays, and things associated with them 

(i.e., why Japanese people place bamboo in front of their door around New 

Year’s and eat expensive bentos (special foods prepared for celebrating a new 

year on New Year’s Day). This is all learned while in Japan, but if there is an 

opportunity, it would be good to expose students to some of these things while 

at the Institute. 

 Casual spoken/conversational Japanese is not taught to a great extent at the 

Institute, and students are left to learn this on their own once arriving in Japan. 

The adjustment from knowing only formal/proper Japanese to talking casually 
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with peers takes some time, as expressions vary, along with tone and context. 

I am not sure this is something the Institute can teach, however. 

 By considering the institution’s required objective, the institution provided the 

best possible learning methods and skills required for Japanese students. If it 

is possible to incorporate different speech format or pattern, such as informal 

or casual speech, it will be much more useful in practical Japanese. Also, 

learning more practical use of Japanese might be helpful since not everyone is 

a scholar or an expert. 

 I thought that Japanese training at the Institute was rigorous, and did a good 

job of training me for my job in Japan. The teachers were particularly patient 

and always willing to help and spend extra time with me. My only suggestions 

would be to add a little more emphasis on informal language, have students 

practice different levels of formality/keego in rapid succession, and have some 

actual enkai’s to practice “social” Japanese since parties are such a large part 

of Japanese culture. 

Some former students I interviewed shared opinions regarding the casual and 

honorific speech styles. Interviewee 5 said he learned the casual speech styles by using 

them in Japan. Interviewee 3, who teaches at a staff college in Tokyo, mentioned that his 

Japanese colleagues and his students wondered why he used the formal styles –desu and 

–masu. Because his occupational status is higher, this person does not need to speak 

formally to coworkers and students. This interviewee said it took him almost 1 year to 

adopt the casual speech style naturally and comfortably. Interviewee 4 said he cannot use 

casual styles naturally and therefore does not feel comfortable using them. 
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Interviewee 2, who currently works at a college in Japan, also talked about his 

experience with the casual speech style. Because the speech style taught at the Institute is 

formal, and this former student was comfortable using this style, he used it even when 

speaking to Japanese friends. His friends told him, “Stop using that. You don’t have to be 

so polite. Please don’t be so polite.” Following these comments, this interviewee started 

practicing the casual style, and it took him a month to get used to it. Because he tried to 

speak casually with his friends, now he needs time to think of formal speech styles when 

he is required to speak formally. This person noted that he accidentally used some casual 

expressions when talking to the dean of the college, even though this style was not 

appropriate to the occasion. This episode revealed that foreign-language learners 

encounter new types of problems as they add new linguistic features to their repertoire. 

Although educators at the Institute teach honorific and humble polite expressions, 

some interviewees said that they do not use them often. Interviewee 4 said he usually 

speaks using –desu and –masu forms even when speaking to people whose social statuses 

are very high because he thinks he would make mistakes if he used the honorific style, 

and because linguistic expressions containing –desu and –masu are acceptable. 

Interviewee 3, who works as an instructor at a staff college in Tokyo, mentioned he uses 

–desu and –masu forms even when he talks to a person with the highest status at his 

school; he noted that the person with high social status is simply happy to see an 

American instructor speaking Japanese, and this former student does not feel he needs to 

use the honorific speech style. 

In addition to comments on formal/informal speech styles, some survey 

participants talked about expressions exclusively used by Japanese men and about 
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regional dialects. Although the Japanese language does not greatly reflect the speaker’s 

gender when people speak formally or politely, native Japanese speakers commonly use 

gender connotations when socializing with intimate people in informal situations. Casual 

speakers commonly adopt pronouns that indicate the speaker’s gender and sentence-final 

particles that reveal the gender of the speaker. Shibatani (1990) described men’s and 

women’s speech as follows: 

There are both specific and general features that characterize the difference 

between men’s and women’s speech in Japanese. Among specific features are 

lexical items that are characteristic of the different sexes. Even in those languages 

where the sex difference is said to be reflected less in speech, some differences in 

the use of interjections are observed. Japanese also has a few interjections or 

exclamatory expressions that are exclusively used by women, e.g., maa ‘Wow!’, 

ara ‘Oh!’. But the most conspicuous area in the lexicon that differs between 

men’s and women’s languages is the first-person pronominal forms. (p. 371) 

When men use masculine expressions, they usually sound abrupt. In contrast, 

women adopt nouns and particles that sound feminine and soft. Discussing the dialects 

spoken in Japan, Shibatani (1990) stated the following: 

Japan, a mountainous country with numerous islands, has a setting ideal for 

fostering language diversification; indeed, Japanese is extremely rich in dialectal 

variations. Different dialects are often mutually unintelligible. For example, the 

speakers of the Kagoshima dialect of the southern island of Kyūshū would not be 

understood by the majority of the people on the main island of Honshū. Likewise, 

northern dialect speakers from such places as Aomori and Akita would not be 



99 

 

understood by the people in the metropolitan Tōkyo area or anywhere toward 

Western Japan. (p. 185) 

The following are some comments made by survey participants about the dialects 

commonly spoken in Japan: 

 I was aware that men don’t speak the way we were taught, and I was unable to 

understand their speech or replicate it myself. 

 I found/find it very difficult to understand conversations between males (my 

co-workers). 

 Generally. No issues with speech styles, unless it is a strong regional accent, 

or very casual/informal speech (usually older men speaking down to us). 

 I struggle with some of the regional accents I hear, especially people from 

Shikoku. Some older men use very informal Japanese when talking to us, 

which is hard to understand. 

 The Institute did not address the different dialects but focused on language 

that could be understood by Japanese when spoken. This made listening a 

challenge in some areas. 

The third and fourth comments above are not just about gender. The age 

difference between speaker and addressee is an important factor that affects the speech 

styles of Japanese speakers. Unlike in the United States, where people of any age can 

communicate freely and casually, in Japan younger people are expected to speak more 

politely when speaking to elders. Therefore, this former student who did not know the 

culture was uncomfortable when older men spoke to him, as they sounded blunt and 

bossy. 
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Four interviewees talked about their experiences with regional dialects and 

accents. Interestingly, three (Interviewees 1, 5, and 6) said that the Aomori dialect spoken 

in northern Japan is very difficult to understand. Because this dialect is so hard to 

understand, Interviewee 1 asked a Japanese friend to listen to the conversation in Aomori 

dialect and explain it to him; however, his friend had no idea about the conversation. 

Interviewee 4 also said the dialects spoken in different regions were hard to understand. 

In contrast, Interviewee 5 revealed he intentionally practiced and used the Kansai dialect, 

which is spoken in the western part of Japan, because many of his Japanese coworkers 

were from that region and were very happy to be addressed in their dialect. This 

interviewee said that his endeavor created better relation with his coworkers. 

Interviewee 2 mentioned a sentence particle that is exclusively adopted by 

Japanese male speakers. This interviewee said his male friends often use the sentence 

particle “zo,” which sounds very blunt and masculine, but he cannot use it and it is hard 

for him to get used to the masculine style. 

A graduate commented that it is important for foreigners to know where one can 

fit into the culture. The following is the feedback provided by this graduate: 

 Yes, knowing the culture is important. But more important is where you, the 

foreigner, fit into the culture. Because I’m not Japanese, my co-workers and 

especially other Japanese whom I don’t know, don’t expect me to act Japanese, 

or follow Japanese cultural practice, to include using appropriate language. 

Most native Japanese are simply happy that I can understand basic Japanese 

and that I’m aware of the cultural practices. However, I’ve never felt 

pressured to use or follow the social norm. In some cases, I’ve been told that I 
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 Any problem or mistake I made was often due to getting carried away and 

intending to speak complicated Japanese at the same level as a complicated 

English conversation. 

 My Japanese counterparts at security school speak more like newscasters … 

you have to frontload the descriptions before the nouns. It takes a while to 

understand it. My first few classes were very rough, but in the last few months 

I have been getting very positive feedback about my Japanese. Mostly, the 

change has been in my ability to think in their grammar patterns. 

These comments show that second-language learners, consciously or 

unconsciously, cannot get rid of their first language when forming expressions in their 

second language. Consequently, their native tongue affects the structures and sequences 

the learners construct in their second language, causing deviations that do not sound 

natural to native speakers of their second language. 

Some comments on discourse competence revealed that second-language learners 

occasionally fail to communicate in their second language with second-language native 

speakers because of wrong word choices or lack of expressions to convey their true 

feelings or opinions. The following comments explain why those former students of the 

Institute failed to communicate in Japanese: 

 There were several times I had poor word choices, or said something that was 

misconstrued. 

 My reading and comprehension skills are strong, but I still struggle with 

remembering the correct expression to use while speaking. I can actually write 
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more easily, as I have time to consider my grammar, but I struggle under the 

pressure of speaking. 

 I accidentally told a co-worker that I loved him, rather than “I will meet you”. 

 When discussing “goboo” (burdock root) with a Japanese friend, I explained 

that in America, goboo is “garbage”—meaning that farmers cut it down and 

throw it away because we don’t have a tradition of eating it. However, I think 

I insulted my friend by saying that burdock is worthless. I meant to only 

highlight the differences in culture, but my Japanese was not sufficient to get 

my point across. 

As these comments indicate, second-language learners struggled to use the right 

expressions to convey what they wanted to say when required to speak spontaneously in 

their second language. When they felt under pressure, sometimes they accidentally chose 

words or expressions that caused miscommunication. Interviewee 6 shared his experience 

when adopting a wrong expression: “When I asked my wife’s father if I can marry her, I 

was very, very nervous, and I spoke very quickly saying that it was very beautiful.” At 

the time this speaker intended to say something about marriage, the verbal expression he 

suddenly spoke was highly unexpected, and quite unrelated to his intension. He said he 

was very embarrassed. 

Some former students mentioned that the vocabulary used in communication 

plays an important role whether or not one can communicate in the second language 

successfully. The feedback collected about vocabulary issues follows: 

 The biggest hurdle I have is remembering vocabulary. However, I can 

typically learn my way around to explain what I’m wanting to say, or digital 
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aids are used (and the use of aids is not frowned upon at all, because everyone 

uses them in social setting; not in a business setting, however). 

 My limited vocabulary is the greatest problem in understanding Japanese 

communication. My biggest weakness in communicating to someone is my 

lack of understand grammar beyond a very basic use. Therefore, the ideas I 

am trying to communicate get simplified and lack depth or complexity. 

 Failure to communicate happened mostly when I did not know the appropriate 

vocabulary, or was not able to respond quickly enough (I am a little bit shy). I 

joined a local soccer team and when discussing field positioning and tactics, I 

would occasionally miscommunicate, but it was generally due to not 

understanding the vocabulary, and not due to the sequencing of my 

expressions. 

As these survey participants mentioned, it is crucial to know the vocabulary of the 

foreign language for communication. Speaking about digital aids, four people 

(Interviewees 1, 2, 3, and 4) who currently live in Tokyo talked about their use of 

smartphones; they said they often use them even in the midst of a conversation if they 

lack the right words to continue the conversation. As noted in the first comment, these 

people feel it is usually all right to depend on these aids, and they do not cause any 

problems in communication. The development of technology obviously contributes to 

communication in one’s second language. 

Although they do not blame the instruction offered at the Institute, nor do they 

have negative comments about the Japanese program, several graduates shared their 

experience of continuing to make mistakes even now: 
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 For 1 year, when I went to school, I was pretty good. But I still do make many 

mistakes. 

 Generally speaking, I still struggle with construction of longer sentence and 

paragraphs. 

 At the level I was instructed at the Institute, I have had no issues. However, in 

work and life as I move further into advance topics, there are always times 

when it becomes troublesome to express more advance concepts. This is part 

of learning Japanese. 

 I felt the Institute prepared me properly, but to say I never miscommunicated 

would not be accurate. My training at the institute allowed me to 

communicate effectively most of the time. 

 I was taught well enough to know what I do know, and to recognize when I 

don’t know something. So, usually when I feel that I would not be able to 

communicate in a certain situation, I take time in advance to do research. 

 Typically I have problems when discussing abstract concepts, such as 

discussions about leadership, value systems, etc. 

 I think that on a daily basis, there was a miscommunication of some sort, 

though maybe just slight or insignificant. 

These respondents said they do well in certain areas when carrying on 

conversation in Japanese and still make mistakes in other areas, though they are able to 

manage the interaction with the native speakers. As one graduate pointed out, this is part 

of learning any language that all second-language learners must experience to improve 

their communication skills in the target language. 
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In summary, in this section I analyzed whether graduates of the Institute have 

developed good discourse competence. Most survey respondents adopt different 

expressions from those used by native speakers. Several factors cause these deviations: 

psychological pressures when speaking spontaneously, interference from the speaker’s 

native language when forming Japanese expressions, and insufficient vocabulary for 

managing the communication. However, these problems can also be important factors in 

improving their communication skills in the target language. Making mistakes and 

occasionally encountering embarrassing situations is an unavoidable process for any 

second-language learner and part of the learning experience. Accumulating the 

experience of making many mistakes, those learners of the Japanese language gradually 

make improvements in their language skills. 

Strategic Competence 

I used two Likert-type statements to evaluate the strategic competence developed 

by former students of the Institute: 

Q21.  You think that you have developed skills to rephrase when you forget, or 

when you don’t know a particular word. 

Q22. You didn’t have occasions when you felt it was hard to continue 

communicating with native Japanese speakers since you don’t have correct 

words to use. 

Table 6 shows the distribution for each question, and the mean score and standard 

deviation for each Likert statement. 
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Table 6 

Students’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Strategic Instruction With 

Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q21 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 13 37.1 22 62.9 35 100 3.63 0.490 

Q22 3 8.6 5 14.3 7 20.0 15 42.8 5 14.3 35 100 2.40 1.168 

Note. Q21: You think that you have developed skills to rephrase when you forget, or when you don’t know 

a particular word; Q22: You didn’t have occasions when you felt it was hard to continue communicating 

with native Japanese speakers since you didn’t have correct words to use. 

The mean score for Question 21 (see Table 6) is 3.63, and it is the highest score 

when compared to the score received on questions about linguistic competence, 

sociocultural competence, and discourse competence. This score indicates that the 

majority of former students thought they developed good strategic competence while 

studying Japanese at the Institute. I divided comments made by former students about this 

competence into four areas: (a) describing/explaining the concept, (b) rephrasing, 

(c) using English, and (d) using an electronic dictionary. 

Many survey participants said they use descriptions or explanations as strategic 

tools when they have trouble finding and using a particular word to continue a 

conversation with native Japanese speakers. The following comments explain this 

commonly used strategy: 

 When I get stuck, I figure it out. The conversation has almost always 

continued. 

 I worked around the word I didn’t know. I either described it or I found 

something similar. 
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 I have gotten better at finding new ways to describe the word or expression I’d 

like to say. 

 This is one part of the Institute course which is excellent. By forcing students 

to role play scenarios with no notes, coaching, etc., it really prepared us to 

learn to use the language even when we didn’t know the exact words. When I 

was stumped, I would just explain what I was trying to say using simpler 

words until someone understood, then taught me the correct word. 

 I used the communication strategies that we learned at the Institute: 

descriptions, using other points of reference etc., in order to communicate. 

 I was usually able to talk around the concept until I found the word to use. I 

had several occasions where I discussed unique plants with my landlord and I 

didn’t know the words, but was able to describe the plants by color or taste 

instead. It was clear to my landlord that I did not know the words, but we were 

still able to communicate and enjoy conversing, even though she was not used 

to speaking with non-native Japanese speakers. 

 Mr. K did a fantastic job of making sure we had the confidence to explain a 

word/situation in many different ways. 

 I worked around the word I didn’t know. I either described it or I found 

something similar. 

 Either re-word what I am trying to say or explain the meaning of the word 

without actually using the word. 

Some respondents used other tools in case the explanations they used were not 

enough to continue the communication: 
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 Use a phrase like “what was that …”, act out the word in motions (if possible), 

describe the concept of the unknown word, or try the English word just in case 

it is not understood. 

 I am always challenged to find the right Japanese word to use in conversation. 

I can usually talk around it or use the English word if I just can’t get close to a 

Japanese word. 

 I usually explained the vocabulary I could not recall or I simply looked up the 

word in my dictionary. 

 I usually try to explain by using simple words or using a different example 

that can convey the same meaning. … Or I use a dictionary. 

 I think there will always be instances where you can’t find the right word to 

say. I would first to talk around that word, and if that was not successful, I 

would get a dictionary and try to get to the right word. 

 Try to describe the word in another way, or just look it up in a dictionary. 

These comments show how people positively solved the lexical problems that 

could stop their communications by providing extra descriptions or explanations of the 

unknown words. It seems that their last resort for not terminating the conversation was 

the use of either a dictionary or their native language. 

Many survey respondents also mentioned a common strategy they used to keep 

the communication going with native Japanese people: rephrasing. The following are 

comments found in survey responses: 

 I can always rephrase, but sometimes the meaning is lost in translation. 

 I used a different word to go around to convey my message. 
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 Mr. K was effective in teaching us how to use different words to get a point 

across when we couldn’t remember particular words. 

 I was able to rephrase, or express things in a manner that native Japanese 

speakers understood, even if I didn’t know the specific Japanese word. 

 Used different words and expressions. 

 The ability to rephrase is crucial to surviving, since students inevitably will 

not know all the vocabulary for every situation. Between rephrasing and body 

language, I was always able to communicate my intention. 

 Have usually been able to talk around such words. 

Some respondents talked about the use of an electronic dictionary as a last resort 

when they were at a loss in an unsuccessful communication in Japanese. 

 Talk around utilizing the language skills obtained at the Institute, or utilize the 

electronic dictionary on my phone. 

 First I’ll try to rephrase my question/comment, using the vocabulary I 

remember. If it is a key word, then I’ll use the dictionary on my smartphone to 

look it up. 

 Rephrased. If I was totally lost, I referred to an electronic dictionary. 

Referring to the use of description/explanation and rephrasing, one person said the 

Institute taught students to use alternative strategies and flexible approaches. Another 

former student mentioned he finds ways to get to the point, and this has worked very well 

in one-on-one conversations. One student stated that the emphasis the Institute placed on 

communication strategies was extremely helpful: he was able to convey the message he 

wanted to convey, even when he could not find the proper words. 
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As the high mean score of Question 21 shows, the majority of graduates of the 

Institute thought they acquired the strategic skills to manage communication with native 

Japanese speakers, even if they did not know the needed words. As the mean score of 

Question 22 shows, survey participants encountered difficult situations when 

communicating in Japanese; however, the majority of graduates responded they managed 

the difficulty using the strategies acquired at the Institute. 

Curriculum Materials and Speaking Practice 

Four statements in the survey addressed the effectiveness of the materials used at 

the Institute to develop communicative competence: 

Q24. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 

learning materials for developing listening skills. 

Q25. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 

learning materials for developing reading skills. 

Q26. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 

learning materials for developing writing skills. 

Q27. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had a 

reasonable amount of speaking practice. 

Table 7 shows the distribution of Likert-type scales for each question 

investigating the effectiveness of the curriculum materials and the amount of speaking 

practice and the mean scores and standard deviations for all the questions related to this 

topic. 
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As the high mean scores for Questions 24 and 25 indicated, most former students 

though the materials used at the Institute for developing listening and reading skills were 

good. Some comments on these materials follow: 

 

Table 7 

Students’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Curriculum Materials and 

Speaking Practice With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q24 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 2.9 14 40.0 20 57.1 35 100 3.54 0.561 

Q25 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 8.6 12 34.3 20 57.1 35 100 3.49 0.658 

Q26 3 8.6 5 14.3 9 25.7 12 34.3 6 17.1 35 100 2.37 1.190 

Q27 1 2.8 3 8.6 3 8.6 16 45.7 12 34.3 35 100 3.00 1.029 

Note. Q24: While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good learning materials 

for developing listening skills; Q25: While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had 

good learning materials for developing reading skills; Q26: While you were studying Japanese at the 

Institute, you think you had good learning materials for developing writing skills; Q27: While you were 

studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had a reasonable amount of speaking practice. 

 Superb course materials and structure. 

 I think the material was appropriate. 

 Materials were great. 

 The textbooks used were fine for basic learning, but the news articles and the 

instructor-created listening materials created by my teaching team were very 

effective because they were equivalent to the native materials I saw in Japan. 

 One of the challenges that I found while we were at the Institute was that I 

couldn’t find listening material for self-study that was longer than a short 

sound-byte on a website. I have since found some good sources for longer 
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(approx. 20 min) listening practice, but having these sources available outside 

the classroom would help to reinforce what was being taught in the classroom. 

 I sought out and received support for additional reading assignments (e.g. 

current events newspaper articles), which we then used for one-on-one 

discussion as well. 

 I like the news articles with audio. Ms. R would get clips and transcribe them. 

This was very very helpful. Mr. A did something similar and also used 

soomatome (name of a book), these were effective. Mr. T was very good at 

helping us break down news articles. Also Mr. T periodically brought in a 

Japanese movie to watch. Ms. R also recommended several Japanese shows 

with English subtitles. I found that by the end of the first month at the Institute, 

watching Japanese TV or movies was highly beneficial in helping my ears to 

adjust and pick up nuanced vocabulary and grammar usage. 

 The teachers chose materials that were interesting to us and experiences we 

would encounter while in Japan, which helped me not to feel scared when in a 

new language situation. 

As the lower mean score of Question 26 indicates, some students were not 

satisfied with their acquisition of writing skills: 

 I don’t recall a lot of writing practice, but haven’t needed to write long 

passages in Japanese since then either. 

 There was almost no training in writing kanji (Chinese characters) at the 

Institute. Although I was able to write hiragana and katakana (phonetic 

descriptions) well, we never spent much time on kanji. 
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 I don’t feel that we focused on writing at all. Kanji comprehension certainly, 

but I could not write a full sentence in Japanese until I went to a civilian 

university and had to for grade. 

 The course for me was excellent in developing reading and speaking skills, 

but writing is not a priority. I believe writing is my absolute weakness skill in 

Japanese, and will take a lot of time to learn. 

 I believe adequate and level appropriate material was always available, but I 

was not able to develop my writing skills into a truly usable skill because of 

my own limitations. 

 Writing was not a targeted skill for the program, so understandably, writing 

was not practiced much. 

 I think heavy emphasis on reading and listening was appropriate especially for 

the final proficiency tests which the instruction tends to train towards. But 

even now I struggle with kanji because I don’t believe I received a strong 

foundation in understanding kanji usually taught in the writing of parts and 

pieces of kanji. 

 I feel like the writing instruction is the weakest at the Institute. This is only 

something I discovered upon arriving in Japan and writing some documents 

such as surveys for portions of the course I attended. Once my Japanese 

classmate corrected my work, it did not look similar to what I wrote. I realized 

that I did not know how to write well/properly in Japanese. It would be 

beneficial to include instruction on how various types of communication are 
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constructed in Japanese. The writing style and vocabulary differs drastically, 

depending on the written product. 

Japanese instruction at the Institute emphasizes three areas: listening, reading, and 

speaking. Because students are not required to develop adequate writings skills in the 

target language, they mostly practice writing by writing journals or simple essays about 

topics introduced in the textbook. Although students must recognize Chinese characters 

called kanji and understand their meanings, this requirement aims at developing reading 

skills. Therefore, as commented by some former students, especially those who study at a 

Staff College in Tokyo with their Japanese counterparts, they are quite confused when 

they must write a short but formal report in Japanese; as in English, formal writing in 

Japanese is quite different from spoken language in syntax and lexicon. 

The mean score of Question 27 is 3.00, and this number shows most graduates are 

satisfied with the speaking practice they had at the Institute. Comments on developing 

speaking practice follow: 

 Speaking practice could use expression, but it does take a lot of instructor time 

and student effort to accomplish it one-on-one. 

 Lack of speaking was probably the one thing I didn’t like about the course. 

While we did have some one-on-one with instructors, I think it would have 

been nice if we had a program to speak with other non-faculty members, in 

order to make the conversation more authentic to the program. I tried to get a 

speaking partner from one of the local universities in the area, but we never 

did meet. Perhaps there can be a partnership with a university in Japan to help 

with speaking? 
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 Speaking practice is my greatest weakness coming out of the Institute and the 

skill I require the most in my current position. I understand that many 

languages offered at the Institute emphasize reading and listening – but for 

Japanese, due to the bilateral relationships that is the basis of learning 

Japanese, speaking skills should be emphasized more compared to other 

languages. Ever since I graduated from the Institute, all my refresher and 

additional language training I have received, I gave requested be solely 

focused on speaking skills, as this is so essential and my greatest weakness in 

communication. 

 The Institute is an intensive program. It is very helpful for developing a 

foundation. However, I do not feel it is sufficient if one is expected to speak 

fluently. Additional exposure, practice, and living in Japan are critical. 

 Given the nature of the position of the national security specialist, I think the 

Institute would best serve the students by allowing 2–3 hours a day where the 

students could talk in person, or Skype with native Japanese speakers, 

(preferably with national security backgrounds). This will help build the 

skillset of introducing themselves to people they haven’t ever met before and 

in learning a more “native” way of speaking used by my Japanese classmates 

at the school. The Institute prep is important, but it’s also important to get the 

speaking skills ready for the first day on the job. I was very lost for the first 

few weeks and was constantly searching dictionaries for all the new words. 

 I had a good amount of speaking opportunity. However, due to the nature of 

the Institute’s objective and required instruction, the speaking was focused on 
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the OPI prep, which lacks a natural flow of speaking or common speaking 

practice. 

 There is never enough time. It is also hard because you are not immersed in 

the country. 

 There is just so much to learn in such a short amount of time. Truly, the 

Japanese course could be extended – or have a requirement for some 

beginning Japanese prior to being accepted into the course. 

 The problem with the Institute and the language requirements is that the 

proficiency tests which the students take before graduating from the Institute 

do not accurately gauge a security specialist’s language proficiency. I have 

been tasked to interpret the language and use my speaking skills, which is 

entirely different than what my work organization tests me on every year. 

Conversational language is much more valuable to my work requirements but 

the final proficiency tests require me to focus my limited study time elsewhere. 

 Reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills are individually very difficult. 

At the Institute we had to do them all at the same time, and I found this very 

difficult. The materials may have been adequate, but in the pressured 

environment of the Institute, it was difficult to determine whether the weak 

point was due to my inabilities or to learning materials or instructions. 

Even though the Institute offers all individual students 1 hour of speaking practice 

every day, this is insufficient for students, especially those whose work assignment after 

graduating from the Institute requires them to take college-level classes with their 

Japanese counterparts. Because the instruction offered at the Institute does not focus on 
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the specific areas of their work assignments, those who take classes with Japanese 

students or who must address higher proficiency Japanese speakers feel the 

communication skills they acquired at the Institute are insufficient. 

In summary, the curriculum materials used at the Institute to develop 

communicative competence and the amount of speaking practice scheduled every day 

were effective. However, many students thought they did not have enough time to 

practice writing, due to the Institute’s curriculum. Also, students thought their listening 

practice was adequate. 

Teaching Methodology 

Four statements addressed evaluating the teaching methodology used at the 

Institute: 

Q29.  The teaching methodology used for building grammatical competence was 

good. 

Q30. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to use language in a 

socioculturally appropriate way was good. 

Q31. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to make utterances 

sequentially or with proper arrangement was good. 

Q32. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to rephrase unknown 

words was good. 

Table 8 shows the distributions of Likert scores for each question and shows that 

all statements asking about teaching methodology used for building the four components 

of communicative competence received high scores from former students. 
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Table 8 

Students’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Teaching Methodology 

Used With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q29 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 8.6 16 45.7 16 45.7 35 100 3.37 0.646 

Q30 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 8.6 17 48.6 15 42.8 35 100 3.34 0.639 

Q31 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 5.7 22 62.9 11 31.4 35 100 3.26 0.561 

Q32 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 2.8 17 48.6 17 48.6 35 100 3.46 0.561 

Note. Q29: The teaching methodology used for building grammatical competence was good; Q30: The 

teaching methodology used for improving skills to use language in a socio-culturally appropriate way was 

good; Q31: The teaching methodology used for improving skills to make utterances sequentially or with 

proper arrangement was good; Q32: The teaching methodology used for improving skills to rephrase 

unknown words was good. 

Some students provided very positive comments: 

 It is amazing to see the progress of students in such a short time. 

 I appreciated how the course began with building a strong grammatical 

foundation, then moved into more advanced comprehension activities. That, 

combined with one-on-one speaking time created a well-rounded learning 

experience for me. 

 There was an excellent focus using language, with very practical subjects 

taught. I feel that a graduate should be able to speak about basic to 

intermediate topics with confidence and basic grammatical correctness. 

 I thought the teaching methodology was sequential and allowed for students to 

continue to build upon the language skills they developed throughout the 

program. 
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 I think the Japanese instruction at the Institute is incredible, and the instructors 

are caring and talented. 

Former students pointed to two specific teaching methods: repetition and 

rephrasing. 

 As frustrating as it is, the most useful thing for me was repetition. Going over 

the same article again and again helps cement that vocabulary and sentence 

structure in my memory. This was useful at the Institute. 

 I use repetition a lot in my self-study, even after completing the Institute. I 

understand the need for the incredible volume of material covered in the 

course, but I wonder if it would be more useful to cover fewer articles in great 

depth. For instance, I think when I was at the Institute we had 2 to 4 articles to 

translate and prepare for homework every day, and after we covered them in 

class, we moved on to the next articles. Now, I spend 4 or 5 days on 1 or 2 

articles. Once I translate them the first time and make notes on their 

vocabulary, I read them aloud 2 or 3 times per day for the next couple of days. 

That spaced repetition is far more useful in committing the vocabulary and 

usage patterns to memory than just trying to cover as much as possible, as 

quickly as possible. 

 Overall it was pretty good preparation. Different styles work for different 

people. For me, the repetition (listening to audio files repeatedly, security 

terminology) gave me that vocabulary that I still remember almost six years 

later. 
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 I especially enjoyed Mr. K’s role in helping us find ways to leverage other 

words and grammar we learned to rephrase things we wanted to say. 

 Several of the instructors at the Institute challenged us to rephrase unknown 

words or use more challenging grammatical concepts throughout the course, 

which was very helpful for my growth in the language. Because I had been 

challenged so much by the teachers during my time at the Institute, I was able 

to have the confidence that I could get through any situation and communicate 

effectively. 

 One thing taught at the Institute was to always try to say something a different 

way, if the proper words did not come to mind. This has worked well for me 

over the years; enough to where I can always get the point across. 

Interviewees 6 also mentioned that he was taught how to develop skills to 

rephrase and that a great deal of repetition was very useful. Two interviewees (2 and 4) 

pointed out that drills such as structure drills and tasks and activities were helpful, and 

that drills were mandatory because one cannot learn languages without repeating over 

and over again. Interviewee 4 said that role-play was particularly useful as well, enabling 

him to solve the problem he had at a train station on the way to work by recalling the 

role-play practice he had at the Institute. Three of the interviewees (1, 2, and 5) said that 

daily 1-hour one-on-one speaking practice was the most effective, because they could 

practice speaking based on their interests and receive individualized error correction. At 

the Institute, educators emphasize the skills of describing, explaining procedures, and 

giving directions because they are included in the OPI test and are competences the 

students must achieve by the time they graduate from the Institute. However, three 
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interviewees (2, 3, and 4) noted that they do not have many opportunities to use those 

skills they practiced at the Institute; they occasionally use descriptions of places, but it is 

very rare for them to provide directions and explain procedures to native Japanese 

speakers. Those interviewees said people can easily check any places they want to go 

using a smartphone; therefore they do not need to give or receive directions. Other 

comments provided in this section follow: 

 Because the syllabus is designed for the Institute’s success, I think that the 

level of vocabulary greatly exceeds the level of actual competence. 

 My experience at the Institute was extremely helpful, and the intensive nature 

of the course was helpful in forcing exposure and immersion. However, it was 

the additional training I received after graduation that allowed me to really 

become fluent and absorb much of the language taught at the Institute. Of 

course, that initial exposure at the Institute is critical. 

 Perhaps an immersion opportunity would help halfway through the course – 

either overseas or in-country. 

As mentioned above, the high mean scores of the questions about the teaching 

methodology used to build grammatical competence indicate that former students were 

satisfied with the instruction they received at the Institute in using language in a 

culturally appropriate way, making utterances sequentially or with proper arrangement, 

and rephrasing unknown words. However, these graduates struggle with everyday 

difficult situations and learn and develop new skills through these difficulties. 

At the end of the survey, I provided a section where survey participants could 

provide comments about their experiences and recommendations or suggestions for the 
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Japanese program at the Institute. Because the voices of the graduates are very important 

to further improve the quality of the program, I list that feedback here. They include very 

positive comments, recommendations, and suggestions to the instructors and curriculum 

developers of the Institute. 

Following is the very positive feedback provided by some former students: 

 I was 100 % satisfied with my experience at the Institute. The coursework and 

teachers prepared me to get by here in Japan at a foundational level, and did it 

superbly. Where I answered questions about “having problems”—those 

questions are worded oddly. Regardless of how perfect the Institute’s program 

is—it is only 1.5 years in length. Any graduate who comes to Japan with a 

goal of improving their Japanese beyond the foundational level taught at the 

Institute will experience problems in grammar, vocabulary, culture, speaking, 

etc. That is EXACTLY how one improves their Japanese. Please do not 

interpret my answers on the “not having any problems” questions as a critique 

of the school training. Quite the opposite – The Institute prepared me well 

with exactly the foundational Japanese I need in order to be confident enough 

to jump into Japanese situations in which I will have problems, so that I can 

continue to develop my Japanese abilities. 

 The language training at the Institute was phenomenal. The instructors went 

out of their way to find new and innovative methods of making language 

learning interesting, and yet keep it applicable. The Japanese people I deal 

with on an everyday basis are surprised and impressed that I learned this level 

of Japanese in only a year and a half at the Institute. Since the Institute, my 
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personal failure to continue practicing and learning Japanese led to a decline 

in language ability, but I have no doubt that with the foundation the instructors 

built, I could recover lost ground with just a few weeks of concentrated study. 

 The teaching team which taught me at the institute worked hard to challenge 

my class throughout the course, provide native materials, put us in “real-life” 

situations, and encourage us to speak throughout the day, which I think really 

helped me to have a good foundation and not be scared to be in any situation 

while in Japan. I was able to build on my foundation once in Japan and 

improve my language capabilities while there. The daily challenges to talk 

about regular life topics while in the class really helped me to improve my 

daily life vocabulary. The transcription exercises helped me to understand 

pronunciation and be able to figure out new words much more effectively. 

While I didn’t write very much while in Japan, the teachers challenged us to 

learn to write kanji which helped me to be able to recognize new kanji and 

look up new words if needed. Overall, I felt my teaching team while at the 

Institute tailored the program to our group of students, which helped us to 

learn. I was very happy with my experience at the Institute, and I feel it 

prepared me for living in Japan and building stronger Japanese language 

ability. 

 I thought the experience I had at the Institute was both the most challenging 

and rewarding academic experience of my life. The level commitment and 

professionalism of the instructor staff was world-class and I cannot say I 

would change anything. 
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 Great program for establishing a solid foundation from which to further build. 

Below are some criticisms of the program; the areas the survey participants talked 

about are speaking practice, writing exercises, and emphasis the program put on the final 

proficiency tests, as discussed several times in the previous sections: 

 More speaking practice would be very helpful. 

 I greatly enjoyed the instruction I received at the Institute and I even use some 

of the teaching practices in my own instruction because of how well they 

worked for me. Looking back, the only thing I would add would be more 

chances at free-writing. We did get four opportunities to create presentations, 

as well as a few writing opportunities in the textbook, but I feel that 

attempting a creative writing actively would have been incredibly challenging. 

This would have forced me to use everything I had learned, as well as learn 

even more. 

 Need to focus on the interaction if possible. The Institute is still a program for 

the members of the different security group for listening and reading. For us, 

we need to focus on the speaking and writing, which is the next level. 

 Overall, the Institute was a great experience, and the quality of education was 

great. I would recommend more focus on writing, and more on culture, 

including speech in social settings. 

 Learning Japanese at the Institute was incredibly challenging, and very time 

consuming. To be able to pass the final proficiency tests with a 2/2 in just 15 

months is attributed to the great instructor staff efforts. However, no one 

should think that they will come out of the program being able to engage at 
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the professional level. Middle-school level at best is what I would assess the 

Institute can make you accomplish in 16 months. I left the Institute directly 

with 2/2/1+ to attend a staff college held in Japanese, which was at the college 

graduate-level of topics and discussion. I would be generous to say I 

understood 20 percent of the materials/discussions. I don’t think the institute 

can change the curriculum significantly within the 15 months if they still want 

you to pass the reading and listening at 2/2 level. But the program lacks 

required speaking skill focus and depth in grammar. 

 I think the program provided a good foundation. It provides the skills required 

for the final proficiency tests. Actual use of the language in country is then 

dependent on the individual student to pursue further development. I continue 

to struggle with speaking and grammar. However, most of the time I realize 

that what I’m trying to say, I was taught at the Institute -- I just struggle with 

recall. 

 The quality of the instruction was excellent for obtaining a high score on the 

final proficiency tests. However, the tests do not focus on grammatical 

nuances of the language (such as the JLPT: The Japanese Language 

Proficiency Test). Upon arriving in Japan it was evident I lacked some basic 

grammar functions for day to day conversations. 

 The main point is that, just like English, the staff college uses a different 

vocabulary and speaking style than “everyday” Japanese. The Institute must 

prep for the final proficiency tests, but it puts those who show up to work with 
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the Japanese on Day 1 at a slight disadvantage. The Institute prepared me well 

to live in Tokyo, but did not prepare me well to work in Tokyo. 

Former students also provided recommendations or suggestions for improving the 

quality of the Japanese program at the Institute. They concerned the provision of 

scenario-based learning, work-related situations, more advanced grammar, guest speakers, 

immersion programs, and continuation (refresher) training. 

 The scenario-based learning—both SFJ (the textbook used) and instructor-

designed—was invaluable during my five years of living and working in 

Japan. I managed to lose everything: a child at the Ice Festival, medicine on 

an airplane, packages on a train, and various articles of clothing at restaurants. 

I also managed to recover ALL of my lost items, a testament to the honesty of 

the Japanese people and the usefulness of the scenario-based learning. 

 Overall, the Institute was a great experience, and the quality of the education 

was great. I would recommend more focus on writing, and more on culture, 

including speech in social settings. 

 The Institute was an excellent program. I do not think I could have gotten as 

proficient as I did in such a short amount of time in any other program. As a 

staff college member however, most of our work-related interactions are with 

our Japanese counterparts. I believe the program could have spent extra time 

preparing students for security related situations. Also, the program did well at 

providing a solid basic foundation, but seemed to jump straight to advanced 

topics. While this may produce higher final proficiency tests’ scores, I believe 
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the lack of solid intermediate-level skills became a slight hindrance to truly 

proficient Japanese language use within the country. 

 Overall, instruction is excellent, and really provides an outstanding 

opportunity for its students. If there is one area that I would ask for more 

instruction, it would be basic interpersonal relationship words and phrases 

used to describe people’s personalities, etc. While most graduates will be 

using the language in a professional setting, understanding interpersonal 

dynamics among their counterparts is important, and we didn’t receive too 

much instruction on those topics. Other than that, the teaching methodology 

employed is great. In only a year and a half you can’t learn everything, so for 

the time available, the Institute is probably about the best course there is! 

Thank you so much for all of your instruction, it has been life-changing! 

 I think it would be good to add the Dictionaries of Intermediate and Advanced 

Grammar to the issued books that students receive. I use them frequently to 

understand Japanese and continue learning. It might also be good to 

incorporate some guest speakers into the program, so that students learn 

rhetorical style. I often sit in lectures here, and learning to follow along with 

the logical progression has been difficult, and only compounded by the 

language barrier. That would also serve as a way for students to break up the 

daily routine of classes for something a little different; a break in the 

monotony. 
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 An immersion program before graduating would at least allow people to get a 

taste and put into practice some of what they’ve learned in the course. This 

would be particularly good at the end of the second semester. 

 I believe that immersion is crucial for cementing acquired language skills. 

While budgetary constraints may remain, it would be most beneficial to have 

students spend some portion of the program in Japan, learning Japanese. The 

rate of learning in-country would almost certainly surpass that of just learning 

Japanese in Northern California. 

 I’m unaware if they provide a Japanese refresher course. If so, that 

information is not readily available to those of us in the field. 

 18 months is a very short time to take students from zero 

knowledge/familiarity with Japanese, all the way to basic fluency. For 

individuals who are quick to learn or who already have some Japanese skills, 

it would be great if there were an Intermediate or Accelerated language course. 

 If at all possible, expand the duration to include a period of in-country training. 

The fast pace and volume that needs to be covered is difficult for first-time 

learners to digest and incorporate into practice. Provide continuation training 

after assessments that concentrate on areas that need improvement or enable 

the students to take their Japanese to the next level. 

 I think that while students are in the course they are required to work hard and 

make great progress. When they leave the Institute without an assignment in 

Japan, they tend to forget much of the knowledge, because the material hasn’t 

fully set yet. To help this, I think a program of continued-distance learning 
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and temporary guidance after the student leaves would increase long-term 

retention of the language. The goal of this program should be to set up a 

lifestyle of continued focus on Japanese learning. 

One respondent mentioned students’ lack of effort and another commented on 

syllabus adjustment: 

 I found the instruction and teaching staff to be exceptional during my 64 

weeks as a student in the Japanese Department at the Institute. Usually, any 

shortcoming seemed to stem from the students’ lack of effort or unwillingness 

to accept constructive feedback and make necessary adjustments. 

 Overall, I was impressed with what the teachers are able to do (especially with 

me) at the Institute. That said, the typical Japanese student at the Institute is 

trying to become a foreign-affair specialist, not a crypto-linguist. Therefore, 

the syllabus should be adjusted accordingly. This would require large 

systemic changes in the way the national security organization evaluates 

people with language skills. 

In conclusion, the survey and interviews conducted for this study revealed many 

findings. The majority of graduates of the Institute think the Japanese basic course at the 

Institute provided them with an excellent linguistic foundation. Although the mean scores 

for questions about the acquisition of sociocultural competence are quite high, former 

students shared positive and negative comments concerning the use of different speech 

styles. Supporting the instruction offered in the basic course at the Institute, some 

graduates observed that the acquisition of a foreign language and culture cannot be 

accomplished by studying the language just for 1.5 years; another said that one cannot 
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really understand a culture until living in it. The majority of graduates responded they 

managed the difficulties they encountered in communication using the strategies acquired 

at the Institute; they highly valued the teaching methodology used to develop the skills to 

rephrase or explain vocabulary. Although most survey participants were satisfied with the 

instruction they received at the Institute, they acknowledged that language learning is a 

lifelong pursuit. With the basic skills they acquired at the Institute, graduates needed to 

continue to make improvements by using the target language, struggling with 

comprehension and use, and sometimes failing to come up with the appropriate speech 

when communicating in the target language. 

Analysis of Instructors’ Responses 

I conducted the survey to collect answers to the fourth research question—What 

are teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the program in building students’ 

communicative competence?—between October 23, 2015 and November 10, 2015. All 

questions asked in the survey relate to the four components of communicative 

competence (linguistic competence, sociocultural competence, discourse competence, 

and strategic competence), the teaching materials, and the teaching methodology used to 

develop students’ communicative competence. I provide the distribution of instructors’ 

answers to the questions as well as the mean score and standard deviation for each 

question. 

Instructors Participating in the Survey 

Participants in the survey were 12 instructors (10 native Japanese and 2 nonnative 

Japanese). Among the participants, 10 instructors currently teach Japanese at the Institute, 

and two participants used to teach Japanese at the Institute but currently work with 
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different assignments in different divisions at the Institute. Table 9 shows the number of 

years those participants have taught Japanese at the Institute. 

Table 9 

Instructors Participating in the Survey 

Length of time teaching Japanese at the Institute Number of participants 

18 years 1 

14 years 1 

12 years 1 

11 years 2 

8 years 1 

6 years 2 

5 years 2 

4 years 1 

3 years 1 

Total 12 

 

Instructors Participating in the Interviews 

I chose six instructors who are currently teaching Japanese at the Institute on the 

basis of their experiences teaching at the Institute and their availability for the interview. 

Table 10 shows the background of the instructors participated in the interview. 

Table 10 

Instructors who Participated in Interviews 

Interviewee Length to teach at the Institute 

1 12 years 

2 11 years 

3 11 years 

4 8 years 

5 6 years 

6 5 years 
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Linguistic Competence 

To examine the perceptions of instructors on the program’s effectiveness in 

building linguistic competence, I used the following six Likert-type statements (followed 

by Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree, Agree, and Strongly agree): 

Q2.  You think that the Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former 

students well in building grammatical concepts such as sentence patterns, 

word formations, vocabulary, pronunciation, and writing. 

Q3.  You believe that the former students had no serious problems at all in 

constructing grammatically correct Japanese expressions when talking to 

native Japanese speakers. 

Q4.  You believe that the Japanese program at the Institute provides sufficient 

instruction to build students’ grammatical knowledge. 

Q6.  You believe that the former students have sufficient grammatical 

knowledge, so that they don’t need to improve their grammatical knowledge 

much while they work in Japan. 

Q7.  The amount of vocabulary you taught at the Institute is sufficient for the 

students. 

Q8.  You believe that the students acquired good pronunciation at the Institute. 

Table 11 shows the distributions of the responses to each of the Likert-type 

statements on linguistic competence. The mean scores shown in Table 11 indicate the 

instructors’ moderate agreement that the program at the Institute was effective in 

developing students’ linguistic competence. In contrast, the majority of instructors 
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expressed a negative opinion in answering Question 6, as the lower mean score shows 

(1.25). 

Table 11 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Linguistic Instruction 

With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q2 0 0.0 1 8.3 2 16.7 7 58.3 2 16.7 12 100 2.83 0.835 

Q3 0 0.0 3 25.0 4 33.3 3 25.0 2 16.7 12 100 2.33 1.073 

Q4 0 0.0 2 16.7 2 16.7 3 25.0 5 41.6 12 100 2.92 1.165 

Q6 1 8.3 8 66.7 2 16.7 1 8.3 0 0.0 12 100 1.25 0.754 

Q7 0 0.0 3 25.0 2 16.7 7 58.3 0 0.0 12 100 2.33 0.888 

Q8 0 0.0 3 25.0 3 25.0 4 33.3 2 16.7 12 100 2.42 1.084 

Note. Q2: You think that the Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well in building 

grammatical concepts such as sentence patterns, word formations, vocabulary, pronunciation, and writing; 

Q3: You believe that the former students had no serious problems at all in constructing grammatically 

correct Japanese expressions when talking to native Japanese speakers; Q4: You believe that the Japanese 

program at the Institute provides sufficient instruction to build students’ grammatical knowledge; Q6: You 

believe that the former students have sufficient grammatical knowledge, so that they don’t need to improve 

it while they work in Japan; Q7: The amount of vocabulary you taught at the Institute is sufficient for the 

students; Q8: You believe that students acquired good pronunciation at the Institute. 

In building students’ linguistic competence, instructors provided feedback on 

eight areas: (a) necessity of advanced grammar, (b) basic level of the Japanese course, 

(c) influence of work assignments, (d) dependence on individual students, (e) necessity of 

continuing training, (f) insufficient time, (g) acquisition of good pronunciation, and 

(h) writing. 

Some instructors provided the following comments on the necessity for advanced 

grammar: 

 The institute should teach more intermediate and advanced grammar, along 

with authentic materials. 
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 Basic grammar is fine, but there is not enough time for advanced grammar. 

 If the former students need advanced Japanese, it is necessary for them to 

study more. 

One instructor mentioned that the course offered at the Institute is a basic course: 

 I think that teachers provide enough grammatical concepts at the Institute for 

the Basic Course. Some grammar that the textbooks we use don’t cover, or 

higher level grammar that is seen in [the Japanese-language proficiency test] 1 

may not be taught here. However, knowing grammar through this course 

should be a solid foundation for former students to communicate with the 

Japanese people at work. I believe that the students have enough grammatical 

knowledge and skills to learn and deal with new knowledge of 

grammar/words/expressions in Japan. 

The Japanese-Language Proficiency Test website presents the following 

information: 

The Japanese-Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) under joint organization of the 

Japan Foundation and Japan Educational Exchange and Services (previously 

Association of International Education, Japan) started in 1984 as a test to measure 

and certify the Japanese-language proficiency of those whose native language is 

not Japanese. In the first year the JLPT was conducted in 15 countries, and 

approximately 7,000 examinees took the test. Since then, the JLPT has become 

the largest Japanese-language test in the world, with approximately 610,000 

examinees in 62 countries and areas worldwide in 2011. (Japanese-Language 

Proficiency Test, 2012). 
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Two instructors noted that the quality of building linguistic competence depends 

on students’ work assignments: 

 It depends on the needs of the work each student engages in. 

 The amount of vocabulary taught is adequate for most students, but those 

going on to study in Japan (especially those going to one of the staff colleges) 

will need more. 

Some instructors think quality depends on whether students can successfully build 

linguistic competence: 

 The results depend on the student. The instruction was adequate, but not all 

students acquired the adequate proficiency to construct grammatically correct 

expressions. 

 Some older students needed more time to practice. 

 Regarding the numbers of vocabulary and functional grammar, I think that we 

teach them sufficient numbers and amounts. However, the degree of 

acquisition of pronunciation and writing proficiency greatly depends on 

individual students. 

One comment concerned the necessity to continue training: 

 If they need advanced Japanese, it is necessary for them to study more. And it 

is essential for them to have more opportunities to update/improve/brush up 

their Japanese. 

One instructor expressed concern about the insufficient time he had to help 

students build linguistic competence: 
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 Given the time constraint, I did the best I could to introduce grammar points 

that we were covering, but I always felt that I had to rush to move on before 

students gained sufficient time to practice and be able to use it correctly 

verbally and in writing. The same goes for vocabulary. I didn’t focus so much 

on pronunciation though I wish I had time to work on it. 

The instructors provided positive and negative comments about students’ 

pronunciation skills: 

 Since most of our teachers are native speakers, the students tend to have 

good/natural pronunciation. 

 Not enough time for teaching sound and pronunciation. 

As the second comment shows, some instructors struggled to teach parts of the 

curriculum because of the need to accomplish the curriculum goals in a limited time. One 

instructor commented about the level of writing skill students develop at the Institute: 

 Since writing is not required at the Institute, I think the students’ writing skill 

is not good enough. 

I also used interviews to collect instructors’ opinions on the linguistic competence 

developed by their students at the Institute. Below is a summary of the opinions shared by 

the interviewees: 

 Although the level at which our students master linguistic competence varies 

among the students, they should not have very serious problems to carry on 

daily conversation in Japanese, if their mastery level is good. 

 Our students could communicate quite well, utilizing the grammar taught at 

the Institute. 
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 Students who acquired the skills of applying the linguistic expressions they 

studied at the Institute to a variety of situations, would be able to manage 

conversations in Japanese in Japan, but those who just memorize particular 

expressions would not be able to sustain communication in Japanese. 

All interview participants agreed that students who studied the linguistic features 

introduced at the Institute would not have serious problems with grammar or vocabulary 

when carrying on daily conversation in Japanese. The majority of instructors believed 

graduates would be able to manage conversation in Japanese if they used the language 

daily, and only if they learned the language well and had good application skills. Those 

participants thought the effectiveness in using grammar, phrases, vocabulary and 

pronunciation vary, depending on the student. 

In summary, instructors felt caught in a dilemma, feeling they have many 

important linguistic features left to introduce before moving on to the next. However, 

because of the curriculum goals that instructors and students must achieve in limited time, 

the Institute’s instructors must make compromises about what they teach in class. 

Sociocultural Competence 

To see how Japanese instructors who work at the Institute perceive their students’ 

acquisition of sociocultural competence, I used the following three Likert-type 

statements: 

Q10. The Japanese program at the Institute prepares the students well in using 

the Japanese language in a culturally appropriate way (such as formality and 

politeness). 
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Q11. The former students don’t have any serious problems at all to use 

culturally appropriate Japanese expressions, when talking to native Japanese 

speakers. 

Q12. The former students don’t experience being in a very embarrassing 

situation because the Japanese expressions they use are culturally appropriate. 

Table 12 shows the distributions of the answers to each question and indicates the 

mean score and standard deviation for each question. 

Table 12 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Sociocultural Instruction 

With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q10 0 0.0 1 8.3 1 8.3 8 66.7 2 16.7 12 100 2.92 0.793 

Q11 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 50.0 4 33.3 2 16.7 12 100 2.67 0.778 

Q12 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 50.0 6 50.0 0 0.0 12 100 2.50 0.522 

Note. Q10: The Japanese program at the Institute prepares the students well in using the Japanese language 

in a culturally appropriate way (such as formality and politeness); Q11: The former students don’t have any 

serious problems at all to use culturally appropriate Japanese expressions, when talking to native Japanese 

speakers; Q12: The former students don’t experience being in a very embarrassing situation because the 

Japanese expressions they use are culturally appropriate. 

As Table 12 shows, the majority of instructors who participated in the survey 

either agreed or strongly agreed with Question 10, and the mean score for this question 

was 2.92. Although half of the instructors either agreed or strongly agreed with Question 

11, the other half neither agreed nor disagreed; the mean score for this question was 2.67. 

Similarly, whereas half of the instructors agreed with Question 12, the other half neither 

agreed nor disagreed; as a result, the mean score for this question was 2.50. These mean 

scores revealed that the majority of instructors believed they prepared graduates well in 
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using the Japanese language in a culturally appropriate way. However, when the 

questions concern the possible problems or embarrassing situations encountered by their 

former students because of their socioculturally inappropriate use of language, half the 

instructors avoided providing clear answers and chose to neither agree nor disagree. 

I divided instructors’ responses to the qualitative questions about sociocultural 

competence into six areas of concerns: (a) speech styles, (b) impossibility to teach all 

aspects of the culture, (c) reliance on the individual student, (d) limited time to use the 

learned expressions, (e) in-country acquisition, and (f) difficulty to keep up with new 

cultural trends. 

The majority of survey participants expressed concerns about speech styles. 

Following are the comments provided by instructors on building sociocultural 

competence: 

 The Institute focuses more on polite and formal, so students tend to struggle 

with communicating with coworkers or friends in casual settings. 

 We teach in the way that is the safest in terms of speech styles. The students 

are taught to speak politely, so I don’t think they will encounter situations in 

which they are perceived as rude. 

 As long as students speak, utilizing the “masu/desu” form without a “me first” 

attitude, they are accepted/liked by the Japanese people, I imagine. 

 We teach both formal and casual registers, though students sometimes say that 

it is not so easy to use the casual styles. 

 The Institute focuses on formal language. 
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 The casual language that the students will hear once they get to Japan is 

covered very little during the program. They may have a hard time 

understanding native speakers in social settings outside of their work, or 

talking to children. Because the language they learn is polite, they probably 

don’t offend anyone, but that doesn’t mean that they will sound appropriate or 

natural. Hopefully, they will learn casual speech styles once they get there, so 

that they can understand what’s going on, but I have reservations about the 

idea of teaching that in the program. The focus of the program is teaching 

language that is appropriate in the workplace, so the scope of speech styles 

that they learn is extremely limited, but with the time given, I think that’s a 

safe way to go. 

 As long as they use the polite “masu/desu” form at the beginning, they will be 

well accepted by Japanese people; then, students can learn deeper cultural 

usage in Japan. 

 When students know honorific and polite expressions, they can work and do 

well in Japan. However, they may not be exposed enough to casual 

expressions even though we teach the casual style at the Institute. 

For the second area of developing sociocultural competence, the impossibility of 

teaching all aspects of the culture, one instructor commented, 

 The advantage of using old textbooks is that they include Japanese culture, 

such as a traditional house and manners, etc. Yet, they will still encounter 

unknown cultural aspects of Japan once they get there. It is impossible for 
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them to learn everything in such a short time through limited communication 

with a limited number of teachers. 

The third area Japanese instructors pointed to was that the quality of sociocultural 

competence acquired by the students depends on the individual student. One comment 

was provided as follows: 

 It depends on each student’s personality, too, when it comes to “culturally 

appropriate.” I think most of the former students are aware of that, but some 

maybe not.” 

Two comments indicated that students need in-country learning to acquire the true 

meaning of the sociocultural competence: 

 We teach all these things, but do the students learn them? Some do, but until 

they live in Japan, they will not achieve proficiency in using culturally 

appropriate expressions. 

 It is inevitable for our students to have cultural problems, and they can 

negotiate the problems only when they are in the country. However, the 

students are made aware of this (and other) issues at an adequate level. 

The last area of concern highlighted by the Institute’s Japanese instructors was the 

need to update Japanese expressions to conform to new cultural trends in language use. 

One instructor commented: 

 It seems that it is challenging for non-native teachers who teach Japanese at 

this Institute to keep up with the cultural trend and Japanese language. 

The feedback provided here shows that these instructors are under pressure to 

teach broad and important sociocultural issues such as different speech styles, cultural 
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habits, and other features of Japanese society in only 1.5 years. Because it is mandatory 

for instructors to teach other skills that are necessary for students to communicate in 

Japanese, many of them were aware that what they teach at the Institute is at a rather 

superficial level. Comments revealed that some instructors feel frustrated when teaching 

because they have to move to the next topic when they feel they should spend more time 

offering further practice, verifying students’ readiness to use the expressions just 

introduced, and providing extra information on the subject matter just taught. 

During the interviews, the participants actively discussed issues related to speech 

styles. Following are a few of their opinions: 

 It is hard for the graduates to use different speech styles based on the 

situations in which they communicate in Japanese. Since the style commonly 

taught at the Institute is “desu/masu,” they are comfortable using that 

linguistic style; however, they experience awkward situations when speaking 

to subordinates and friends in the more formal “desu/masu” style since 

casual/informal speech styles are commonly adopted by those people. 

 Regarding the honorific and humble speech styles, the interview participants 

believe that their former students can understand them when they hear or read 

them because they acquired the concept of different registers. However, it 

would be harder for the graduates to utilize the styles properly with the limited 

practice they had at the Institute. 

 Concerning the Japanese speech styles that reflect the speaker’s gender and 

are used in an informal situation, the instructors said that their former students 

would be able to understand the meanings of expressions containing gender 
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connotations when they hear them, because listening exercises about this topic 

are part of the tasks and activities in the textbooks. Nevertheless, when it 

comes to using gender-related styles in conversation, all of the instructors 

think that it would be very challenging for most of the students to use those 

expressions because of the little practice they had at the Institute. Moreover, 

one instructor said that it is hard to teach how to use casual expressions 

reflecting the speaker’s gender at the Institute, since the one-on-one speaking 

practices offered at the Institute usually involve one instructor and one student, 

and it is not proper for the students to speak casually to their teachers. 

One instructor pointed out the stylistic problems that former students might have 

when writing letters and e-mails to people whose social status is higher than theirs. On 

these occasions, writers are expected to use very formal styles. However, students are not 

exposed to the task of writing formal letters at the Institute because the curriculum does 

not emphasize the development of writing skills. 

One teacher commented on regional dialects and different styles of speech 

adopted by different age groups, noting that when a group of Japanese people who are 

from different regions of Japan work together, they usually speak in standard Japanese. 

Shibatani (1990) described standard language as “an ideal form of Japanese based on the 

Tōkyō dialect” (p. 187). As long as speakers use formal language, it is easier for the 

Institute’s graduates to understand and communicate with other people; however, when 

nonnative Japanese speakers encounter various regional dialects consisting of unfamiliar 

accents and vocabulary, or peculiar expressions used exclusively by a particular age 

group, they may have no idea about what the speakers are talking. The local people or 
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people of different age groups are flexible enough to switch to standard Japanese, as long 

as the nonnative Japanese speakers initiate the conversation formally. 

In summary, when asked about the sociocultural competence developed by the 

Institute’s graduates, interview participants mainly talked about speech styles. All 

instructors acknowledged that their former students would experience problems with 

casual speech styles, honorific and humble speech styles, speech styles that reveal the 

speaker’s gender, regional dialects, and peculiar Japanese expressions commonly used by 

people of a particular age group. Even though those teachers can easily acknowledge 

these problems, they believe it is impossible for them to cover these areas, due to limited 

instruction time. 

Discourse Competence 

I used two Likert-type statements in the survey to investigate teachers’ 

perceptions of the program’s effectiveness in developing students’ discourse competence: 

Q14. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to 

organize expressions sequentially, or with good arrangement, so that they 

successfully use unified spoken or written expressions. 

Q15. You believe that the former students have never failed to organize proper 

utterance, or had deviation in the expressions they used. 

Tables 13 shows the distributions of the instructors’ responses and the mean and 

standard deviations for the two statements used to check what teachers think of their 

former students’ discourse competence. 
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Table 13 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Discourse Instruction 

With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q14 0 0.0 1 8.3 6 50.0 4 33.4 1 8.3 12 100 2.42 0.793 

Q15 1 8.3 9 75.0 2 16.7 0 0.0 0 0.0 12 100 1.08 0.515 

Note. Q14: The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to organize expressions 

sequentially, or with good arrangement, so that they successfully use unified spoken or written expressions; 

Q15: You believe that the former students have never failed to organize proper utterance, or had deviation 

in the expressions they used. 

Regarding the first statement, one teacher strongly agreed and four teachers 

agreed. Six instructors neither agreed nor disagreed, and the mean score for the first 

statement was 2.42. Regarding the second statement, the majority of instructors disagreed 

or strongly disagreed. As a result, the mean score for the second statement was 1.08, 

which is extremely low. 

In the qualitative part of this section, instructors provided opinions concerning 

two areas: (a) limited use, and (b) differences among students. One statement about 

limited use follows: 

 The institute introduces many expressions, yet the students do not have many 

opportunities to utilize them while they learn at the institute. So they probably 

forget many of them by the time they finally live in Japan. 

Two comments suggested that the acquisition of discourse competence depends 

on the students: 

 I think the outcome varies greatly among different students. 
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 We teach this, but not all students are able to create well-structured utterances 

by the end of the course. 

These three comments indicated that instructors cannot be positive about the discourse 

competence built by their students at the Institute. 

During the interview, I collected few opinions from participants. In summary, the 

six interviewees noted that in the ability to organize Japanese expressions sequentially for 

communication, students would probably be able to systematize what they want to say if 

they are speaking about themselves. Also, it would be easier for graduates to speak 

systematically when they are addressing just one person rather than a large audience. 

In summary, these comments suggested that students who spend a great deal of 

time practicing speaking can easily carry on smooth conversations in Japanese using 

expressions with appropriate linguistic and sociocultural features, especially when 

speaking to one addressee. In contrast, former students might find it more challenging, as 

nonnative speakers, to manage conversations in the target language with multiple people, 

because the situation might increase the speakers’ level of anxiety. 

Strategic Competence 

I used the following two Likert-type statements in the survey to see what Japanese 

instructors think of the strategic competence developed by their students at the Institute: 

Q17. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to 

develop skills to rephrase when they forget or don’t know a particular word. 

Q18. You believe that the former students have developed skills to use different 

words or phrases when they don’t know a particular word to use in order to 

continue conversation. 
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Table 14 shows the distributions of participants’ answers and the mean scores and 

standard deviations for those two questions. 

Table 14 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Strategic Competence 

Instruction With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q17 0 0.0 1 8.3 2 16.7 9 75.0 0 0.0 12 100 2.67 0.651 

Q18 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 27.3 7 63.6 1 9.1 11 100 2.82 0.603 

Note. Q17: The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to develop skills to 

rephrase when they forget or don’t know a particular word; Q18: You believe the former students have 

developed skills to use different words or phrases when they don’t know a particular word to use in order to 

continue conversation. 

As shown in Table 14, the majority of the teachers agreed with the first and second 

Likert-type statements, and the mean scores for these statements were 2.67 and 2.82, 

respectively. 

The feedback provided in the qualitative section revealed that instructors have 

positive opinions about the strategic competence built by their students, as illustrated in 

the following comments: 

 Yes, students learn how to do so through our everyday speaking practice. 

 Yes, because they acquired the skill while they were studying here. 

 Through monthly speaking tests and daily speaking practices, we taught the 

students how to communicate with native Japanese speakers in that situation. 

 We prepare them for this situation, and most of the students learn how to do it. 

We emphasize communication rather than specific words or grammatical 
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patterns, and encourage students to try to say what they want to say utilizing 

what they know. 

Some instructors thought the acquisition of this skill depends on the students, as 

the following remarks indicate: 

 Teachers instruct on how to rephrase or encourage students to do so, yet it is 

up to them. 

 Some students might have needed more time to develop the skills before they 

went to Japan. 

 It depends on the students, but I believe most of the students can. 

One instructor stated that the acquisition of rephrasing skills 

 entirely depends on the content. For something simple, I think the students are 

able to express what they want in different ways. 

One teacher mentioned the influence of technology on learning Japanese: Technological 

lexical aid such as smartphone applications and handy online dictionaries are increasingly 

counterproductive in developing strategic competence. 

Some survey participants said that most students developed the skill to rephrase 

vocabulary or structure when they cannot recall particular words in the midst of 

communication. The following is a summary of the comments: 

 They would use different vocabulary with which they can convey the same 

meaning, or they provide extra explanations in order to continue the 

conversation. 

 Another tool which is used by the graduates when they need to keep carrying 

on conversation is to use English even when speaking in Japanese. 
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 If the students are required to speak Japanese for their work, they would adopt 

neither rephrasing nor explaining. In that case, they would probably choose 

appropriate words from a dictionary. When talking to friends, those non-

native speakers are probably much more eager to convey their opinions, 

feelings, or experiences. Another important factor in conveying what the 

speaker wants to say even when s/he doesn’t have proper linguistic 

expressions is the level of mutual trust and understanding: It often happens 

that addressees whom the speaker knows well, whom the speaker often talks 

to in the target language, and who know the communication habits often 

adopted by the speaker might have developed a better understanding of the 

speaker using extra-perception or intuition. 

Instructor said, in speaking about the strategies former students can use when they 

do not understand the utterances made by the addressee, that students have no problem 

managing the situation; they can keep saying “I didn’t get it,” “I didn’t understand it,” or 

“Please say it again” and they should not be embarrassed to use those expressions 

because students at the Institute consistently use them in class. However, one instructor 

pointed out that the students’ personalities affect the use of strategies for communication. 

Because all of the interview participants are bilingual, they shared their opinions 

about strategic competence, recalling their own experiences in learning a second 

language or foreign language. Most instructors were positive about the strategies the 

Institute’s graduates may use when communicating in the target language because those 

strategies are commonly used in daily activities at the Institute.  



154 

 

Curriculum Materials and Speaking Practice 

I used the following four Likert-type statements to collect instructors’ opinions 

about the materials they use when teaching and the hours of speaking practice offered 

daily: 

Q20. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 

materials for developing listening skills. 

Q21. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 

materials for developing reading skills. 

Q22. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 

materials for developing writing skills. 

Q23. The Japanese program at the Institute provides reasonable amounts of 

speaking practice. 

Table 15 shows the distribution of the answers to these questions. The mean 

scores and standard deviations for these four statements appear in Table 15. The mean 

scores for Questions 20, 21, and 23 are 2.83, 3.08, and 2.92, respectively, as most 

instructors selected Agree or Strongly agree in response to those three statements. In 

contrast, the majority of the instructors expressed negative opinions about Question 22, 

choosing either Disagree or Strongly disagree. 
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Table 15 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Curriculum Materials 

and Speaking Practice With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q20 0 0.0 1 8.3 2 16.7 7 58.3 2 16.7 12 100 2.83 0.835 

Q21 0 0.0 1 8.3 0 0.0 8 66.7 3 25.0 12 100 3.08 0.793 

Q22 3 25.0 6 50.0 1 8.4 1 8.3 1 8.3 12 100 1.25 1.215 

Q23 0 0.0 1 8.3 3 25.0 4 33.3 4 33.3 12 100 2.92 0.996 

Note. Q20: The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning materials for 

developing listening skills; Q21: The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 

materials for developing reading skills; Q22: The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students 

good materials for developing writing skills; Q23: The Japanese program at the Institute provides 

reasonable amounts of speaking practice. 

The comments that explain the mean score for each quantitative statement follow: 

 For listening, it depends on the teachers. Some teachers use more variety of 

listening materials than others. 

 While students use the main textbook, they are exposed to very little listening 

or reading materials other than what is in the textbook. When they are finished 

with the textbook, they have a wave of news reports (both listening and 

reading). I always felt uneasy with that transition and struggle with finding 

material suitable for that transition period. What they are exposed to is heavily 

skewed on what is available to teachers, which is basically news reports. I 

wished there were pools of listening material that we could choose from. Each 

teacher spends a significant amount of time looking for authentic materials, 

especially for listening, as they are much harder to come by. I wished I could 
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have them listen to two native speakers talking about daily life, interviews 

between males and females, just more variety. 

 Enough listening and reading materials to be able to pass the required scores 

on their final tests. 

 We do not teach writing. 

 Since writing is not tested, we spend little time on it beyond acquiring the 

basics. There is no practice in composition, for example. 

 At the Institute, writing is not required, so we do not have a “writing class.” 

Although we, of course, have students practice writing through the activities, 

it is not as much as listening/reading practice. 

 Since this Institute does not focus on writing, and does not test this skill, the 

amount of materials teachers provide depends on each teacher. Some teachers 

provide more training to develop the skills, but others do not. 

 We could develop more efficient materials if we had more extra time. 

 One-on-one speaking lesson with limited instructors is almost the only thing 

the department does for speaking [practice]. Real-life experience is at a 

minimum since we are not in Japan. 

These comments reveal that instructors struggle in teaching the Japanese language using 

reasonable materials that follow the curriculum, and believe that something important to 

introduce to students is missing because of the limited instruction time. 

During the interviews, a few instructors shared their opinions about the 

curriculum materials used at the Institute: 
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 In teaching the basic course of Japanese at the Institute, one thing I find 

difficult or frustrating is that the curriculum is constructed to introduce news 

items right after we finish the core textbooks. Although we still have many 

vocabulary and grammatical structures to teach that are commonly treated in 

the higher levels of [Japanese-language Proficiency Test] we have to suddenly 

change the flow of instruction. The main reason for focusing on the news is 

that the students are required to understand news items through listening and 

reading and are required to talk about what is happening in the world as a fact 

report in order to pass the final listening, reading, and speaking tests at a level 

higher than 2. Because of this goal, the instructors must prepare their students 

to achieve the grade that is mandatory for graduating from the Institute. 

 Because of the different flow of instruction, we cannot cover topics commonly 

introduced in [Japanese-language Proficiency Test]such as Japanese cultures 

and current events in Japan. We cannot integrate conversations at the 

intermediate and advanced levels with the curriculum materials, either. We 

don’t have time. After introducing the news, next are social issues. 

These comments illustrate instructors’ frustrations in teaching the Japanese 

language: they are unable to adopt important materials to develop the communicative 

competence that students need when living and working in Japan. 

Teaching Methodology 

The last part of the questionnaire used for this study concerns the teaching 

methodology. I used four Likert-type statements to collect Japanese instructors’ opinions 
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about the teaching methodology they commonly adopt when teaching Japanese at the 

Institute: 

Q25. The teaching methodology used for building grammatical competence is 

good. 

Q26. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to use 

language in a culturally appropriate way is good. 

Q27. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to make 

utterances sequentially, or with proper arrangement, is good. 

Q28. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to rephrase 

unknown words is good. 

Table 16 shows the distributions of each of the answers chosen by instructors, and 

shows the mean score and standard deviation for each question. 

Table 16 

Instructors’ Responses to Statements on the Effectiveness of the Teaching Methodology 

With Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Strongly 

disagree  Disagree  

Neither agree 

nor disagree 

 

Agree  

Strongly 

agree  Total 

  

 

n % n % n % n % n % n % Mean SD 

Q25 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 25.0 8 66.7 1 8.3 12 100 2.83 0.577 

Q26 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 16.7 9 75.0 1 8.3 12 100 2.92 0.515 

Q27 0 0.0 1 8.3 3 25.0 7 58.4 1 8.3 12 100 2.67 0.778 

Q28 0 0.0 1 8.3 4 33.4 6 50.0 1 8.3 12 100 2.58 0.793 

Note. Q25: The teaching methodology used for building students’ grammatical competence is good; Q26: 

The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to use language in a culturally appropriate 

way is good; Q27: The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to make utterances 

sequentially, or with proper arrangement, is good; Q28: The teaching methodology used for improving 

students’ skills to rephrase unknown words is good. 
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Instructors provided several written opinions to explain their views in three areas: 

(a) teaching focuses on the final tests, (b) teaching methodology varies depending on the 

instructors, and (c) teaching effectiveness depends on the students. The following are the 

opinions written by some instructors: 

 Students are often trained to do “right” in the speaking test (OPI), and it is not 

the best way to teach speaking. 

 I believe that the students have different teachers who have different ways of 

conducting classes. Thus, it is hard to say they are always exposed to sound 

teaching methodology, as each instructor brings his/her own beliefs into the 

classroom. 

 Not all teachers emphasize the same things or are equally effective with all 

students (differences in learning preferences can affect teaching effectiveness, 

for example). 

 Some students needed more time and attention for learning the language. 

These comments revealed that teachers have to make compromises in their 

teaching methodology to accomplish curriculum goals, even if they do not believe this is 

the right way to develop true communicative competence. These comments also 

suggested that one methodology that works well in one class might not be effective when 

teaching a different class because each class comprises different students with different 

learning styles/preferences, motivations, interests, and work-related needs. 

All educator interview participants admitted they would like to introduce a variety 

of exercises and activities with which students can practice linguistic features, integrating 

important sociocultural issues, and develop discourse competence and strategic 
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competence; they also emphasized the need to spend sufficient time on each topic to help 

students feel confident about their new skills. However, it is impossible for them to teach 

what they believe to be more important because this would mean derailing from the 

Institute’s curriculum. 

Summary 

Summary of Findings through Graduates’ Feedback 

The data collected through mixed methods revealed much valuable information 

on the effectiveness of the intensive Japanese-language program. Quantitative results 

showed that the majority of former students expressed satisfaction with the instruction 

they received to build four components of communicative competence. In the qualitative 

responses, those survey participants also provided some criticisms, believing there is 

always more to learn when studying a foreign language. 

Regarding linguistic and sociocultural competences, many former students 

mentioned they occasionally had problems with linguistic features commonly used in 

informal situations. Because of very scarce opportunities to practice the casual style of 

communication at school, many graduates said that they did not feel comfortable using 

styles that show the speakers’ gender, colloquial styles, teenagers’ language, and regional 

accents when speaking Japanese informally. The discussion on building discourse 

competence revealed that most survey respondents occasionally adopted improper 

expressions due to psychological pressures when speaking to someone spontaneously, 

when getting interference from the speaker’s native language, and when having 

insufficient vocabulary. 
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In discussing strategic competence, former students spoke about four strategies 

they use to manage communication, even when they do not have the vocabulary or the 

grammatical structures to continue a conversation: (a) describing/explaining the concept, 

(b) rephrasing, (c) using English, and (d) using an electronic dictionary. Many graduates 

were very positive about their acquisition of strategic competence at the Institute. One 

student stated that the emphasis on communication strategies was extremely helpful, 

enabling him to convey the message he wanted even when he lacked the proper words. 

Regarding the curriculum materials used at the Institute to develop 

communicative competence, most former students thought they had good materials for 

developing listening and reading skills; however, several graduates wrote that they did 

not receive much instruction on developing writing skills. Especially those who studied at 

the Staff College pointed out the lack of writing practice at the Institute, because they 

must write reports in proper Japanese. Therefore, the Institute’s current curriculum is 

lacking in developing one skill that some students need for their work assignments. 

When discussing teaching methodology used at the Institute, former students 

noted that two specific teaching methodologies were quite useful: repetition and 

rephrasing or explaining vocabulary when they have problems recalling a particular word 

they require. 

Furthermore, some respondents provided very promising opinions. Noting that the 

acquisition of a foreign language and culture cannot be accomplished in just 1.5 years, 

one survey participant said he does not think one can really understand a foreign culture 

until living in the midst of it. Another comment that manifested the student’s positive 

learning attitude was made on adopting improper expressions: making mistakes and 
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occasionally encountering very embarrassing situations are unavoidable for any second-

language learner because they are part of the learning process. Accumulating those 

experiences, the learners of any language gradually make improvements in the skills 

necessary for communication. 

Positive and negative comments provided by students are quite valuable for 

improving the quality of the Japanese program at the Institute. The criticisms made by 

former students are key elements the Institute should consider to improve the curriculum. 

As commented by many study participants, learners must continue to acquire skills in 

each component of communicative competence if they want to keep improving. As 

suggested by some survey participants, the Institute should consider offering refresher 

courses or more advanced courses in which graduates can further develop their 

communicative competence in Japanese. 

Summary of Findings through Instructors’ Feedback 

Lower quantitative figures and feedback provided as responses to the qualitative 

questions reflected instructors’ intricate feelings about assisting their students in 

developing communicative competence at the Institute. Except for strategic competence, 

which their students build well while studying the target language at the Institute, the 

survey results revealed that most instructors face dilemmas when assisting their students 

to build other components of communicative competence. 

In developing students’ linguistic and sociocultural competences, instructors 

identified insufficient teaching time. Even though they thought it necessary to teach more 

important linguistic features such as advanced levels of vocabulary and grammar, and to 

improve students’ pronunciation and writing skills, they must put them aside because 
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they are required to prepare students for final tests. All instructors acknowledged that 

their former students would experience problems with casual speech styles, honorific and 

humble speech styles, speech styles that reveal the speaker’s gender, regional dialects, 

and peculiar Japanese expressions commonly used by people of a particular age group. 

Yet, those instructors believe they are unable to include these weak areas in the course 

due to the limited instruction time. Many instructors are aware that the sociocultural 

issues they teach at the Institute are rather superficial. 

Discussing discourse competence, instructors believed graduates do not have 

trouble when speaking the target language in one-on-one situations because they are 

trained to speak Japanese under those circumstances. However, they assume it might be 

more challenging for nonnative speakers to manage conversations without problems 

when speaking to multiple people because the situation might increase the speaker’s level 

of anxiety. 

The survey revealed that instructors struggle to teach the Japanese language with 

reasonable materials at the Institute, following the curriculum. Survey participants often 

believed that something important to introduce to students is missing due to the limited 

instruction time. Furthermore, writing materials are not commonly used because the 

curriculum of the Institute does not require developing writing skills. 

Comments provided by instructors indicated they have to make compromises to 

accomplish the curriculum goals, even if this stance does not allow them to develop true 

communicative competence. During the interview, participants admitted they would 

prefer teaching a variety of exercises and activities with which the students can practice 

linguistic features that integrate important sociocultural issues and develop discourse and 
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strategic competence; they would also like to be able to spend enough time on each topic 

to feel confident about the skills acquired by students. However, they cannot teach what 

they believe to be more important because this would mean deviating from the Institute’s 

curriculum. 

Summary of Findings 

Former students and instructors who participated in the survey and interviews 

offered surprisingly similar comments when talking about building linguistic competence, 

sociocultural competence, discourse competence, and strategic competence. Although 

instructors believed they would like to introduce what former students pointed out as 

important missing features, they are unable to make drastic changes unless the Institute 

revises the curriculum based on what graduates have experienced. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

Overview 

This chapter consists of eight sections. The first section presents the initial 

summary of language-program-evaluation studies, including the need for this study and 

its purpose, theoretical rationale, and methodology. In the second section, I discuss the 

findings (quantitative and qualitative) from the graduates’ perspective. In the third section 

I discuss the findings (quantitative and qualitative) from instructors’ perspective. The 

fourth section presents a discussion of the research questions, and the fifth section 

provides recommendations to the program and the Institute. In the sixth section, I discuss 

communicative competence as a framework for college-level foreign-language study. In 

the seventh section, I discuss the theoretical framework adopted for this study. The eighth 

section includes recommendations for future research, and the ninth section contains my 

thoughts on program evaluation. In the last section, I draw conclusions from this study. 

Initial Summary of the Study 

Although program-evaluation studies reveal useful information on teaching 

languages, they comprise two important flaws. The first deficit is the insufficient 

literature on issues related to language-program evaluation. Even though scholars have 

identified this problem for over 20 years (Beretta, 1992; Lynch, 1990; Norris, 2008, 

2009), it persists. The second problem is the unsatisfactory manner to conduct and 

interpret the findings, and the failure to share useful findings about language programs in 

detail (Yang, 2009). 
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Students who take a language course have a major goal to develop communicative 

competence (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000). Three scholars highlighted several 

problems in developing the four components of communicative competence (linguistic, 

sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic) in postsecondary schools. These obstacles are 

(a) insufficient emphasis by college language departments on the development of 

interactive, transactional, and oral language (Byrnes, 2006); (b) a model of instruction 

that lets foreign-language learners develop a tourist-like competence (Kramsch, 2006); 

(c) insufficient instruction time (Schulz, 2006); (d) lack of appropriate contexts (Schulz, 

2006); and (e) few opportunities for students to interact with native speakers of the target 

language (Schulz, 2006). Even though these problems could be explained by conducting 

program evaluations, very few studies provide evaluative explanations; therefore, 

research that addresses these problematic issues is necessary. The purpose of this study 

was to examine the effectiveness of the Japanese program offered at a government-

sponsored multiservice school located in California. The focus was to see whether the 

program provides culturally based foreign-language education that learners can use to 

communicate with native Japanese speakers and to complete their work assignments in 

Japan. 

Two theories adopted for this research are the CAM, developed by Lynch (1990, 

1996, 2003), and a pedagogical perspective on communicative competence. The CAM 

for evaluation consists of seven components: (a) audience and goals, (b) context 

inventory, (c) preliminary thematic framework, (d) data-collection design/system, (e) data 

collection, (f) data analysis, and (g) evaluation report. Celce-Murcia (2007) and Celce-

Murcia et al. (1995) revised the four components of communicative competence 
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developed by Canale (1983) and Canale and Swain (1980). Discourse competence is the 

core or central competence and includes six components of communicative competence 

(Celce-Murcia, 2007; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995). Four of those six components—

linguistic competence, sociocultural competence, discourse competence, and strategic 

competence—constitute the theoretical rationale for this study. 

I collected the data for this research through mixed methods and in multiple 

phases, including a web-based survey consisting of a Likert-type scale and open-ended 

questions and open-ended interviews with former students of the Institute and instructors 

currently teaching at the Institute. I analyzed all responses thoroughly and discussed the 

findings based on each component of communicative competence. 

Summary of Findings from Graduates’ Responses 

Quantitative Findings 

The quantitative findings from this study showed that graduates of the Institute 

are satisfied with the quality of instruction they received and the communicative 

competence they developed while studying the Japanese language at the school. Former 

students gave high scores to all four components of communicative competence, and the 

mean scores for each statement concerning a component of communicative competence 

ranged from 3.00 (agree) to 3.63 (where 4 is strongly agree), except for the lower mean 

score (2.69) of their speaking accent. Survey participants thought the Japanese program 

prepared them well in building linguistic concepts, in using the language in a culturally 

appropriate way, in organizing expressions sequentially or in the proper order, and in 

developing skills to rephrase when they forgot or did not know a particular word. 
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However, participants thought it important to continue expanding their grammatical skills 

and vocabulary because the ones they acquired at the Institute are insufficient. 

Most former students provided positive responses on the sociocultural, discourse, 

and strategic competences they developed at the Institute. Yet, many students also said 

they experienced miscommunication and embarrassing situations. Sometimes students 

had difficulty continuing a conversation in Japanese. 

Students also evaluated the quality of the materials used to develop their four 

linguistic skills (listening, reading, writing, and speaking). All quantitative results except 

those concerning writing skills, were in the range of 3.00 to 3.54. The mean score for 

writing was 2.37, significantly lower than the others. Students also evaluated the teaching 

methodologies used to develop linguistic, sociocultural, discourse, and strategic 

competences. The materials used to build the components of communicative competence 

were given high ratings and the quantitative results ranged from 3.26 to 3.46. 

Overall, the quantitative responses provided by former students of the Institute 

revealed positive thoughts about the communicative competence they built while 

studying at the Institute. Following is a discussion of the qualitative findings. Findings 

may help explain the lower result on writing skills.  

Qualitative Findings 

Most survey participants evaluated the Japanese course they took as a basic 

course; for a basic course, they were satisfied with the quality of the instruction, which 

they considered to be the foundation for further study of the Japanese language. Survey 

participants thought of foreign-language study as a lifetime task: some graduates 

mentioned it would be impossible to fully acquire a foreign language and culture in 64 
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weeks of instruction, and one cannot truly understand a foreign culture until living in the 

target country. 

The negative experiences of former students when communicating in Japanese 

can provide valuable suggestions to the Japanese program. Concerning linguistic and 

sociocultural competences, graduates pointed out that instructors should take more time 

to introduce and let students practice casual-speech styles because many native Japanese 

speakers speak casually to them. Because they did not spend much time practicing it, the 

casual style was unfamiliar to these former students and they did not feel comfortable 

using it, even when they thought it would be appropriate in a particular situation. As a 

result, survey participants experienced awkward communication in Japanese: Although 

their Japanese friends or coworkers in an informal situation spoke casually to them, 

participants kept using the formal style, creating peculiar verbal exchanges. 

Answers to questions on building discourse competence revealed that it is 

unavoidable for foreign-language learners to make mistakes or to encounter very 

embarrassing situations when communicating in the target language. Some factors may 

prevent students from communicating properly: (a) psychological pressure when 

speaking spontaneously, (b) interference from the speaker’s native language, or (c) lack 

of vocabulary. Although these nonnative speakers acknowledged that those factors 

interrupt their communication in Japanese, they considered those negative experiences 

part of the learning experience. The negative experiences are important because they 

prompt learners to find alternative solutions, so that they will be less puzzled when 

encountering the same situation again. Thus, the more embarrassing occasions foreign-

language learners encounter, the less recurrent mistakes they make. 
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Concerning strategic competence, this research revealed that survey participants 

commonly employ four strategies to communicate when they lack the vocabulary or 

syntax to continue a conversation: (a) provide additional descriptions or explanations, 

(b) rephrase, (c) speak in English, and (d) use an electronic dictionary. Especially when 

they talked about the first and the second of these tools, students expressed positive 

opinions about the strategic competence they developed at the Institute. Several research 

participants thought it quite important to learn how to develop strategic competence that 

aids nonnative speakers in continuing conversations, even when they have problems with 

a particular linguistic expression. 

Although most survey participants thought the curriculum materials used at the 

Institute were good, some of them, especially those who studied at a staff college right 

after completing the Japanese program at the Institute, thought they did not receive 

enough instruction or materials to develop writing skills. Those who study at the college 

in Japan must occasionally submit written reports in the target language, and need to have 

formal writing skills to complete the reports. Former students attributed the lack of this 

skill to the Institute’s curriculum; even though it is mandatory for students to develop 

listening, reading, and speaking skills, acquiring good writing skills is not emphasized or 

is considered less important. Moving forward, this should be an important consideration 

for Institute administrators. As some participants suggested, a solution could be offering 

refresher courses or more advanced courses in which the students can further develop 

their communication skills, including their writing skills. 

Many former students commented on another important issue regarding the 

curriculum of the Institute: the flow of instruction. Currently, soon after students finish 
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the main textbooks used to build their basic linguistic skills, they must study mainly news 

items on different topics. According to several former students, the steps they needed to 

follow to develop communicative competence were not very effective. Those students 

believed it was more useful to them to expand their knowledge of vocabulary and 

structures at the intermediate and advanced levels rather than listening to the news or 

reading newspapers. Graduates understood the curriculum is geared to the need to 

prepare them for the final listening, reading, and speaking proficiency tests. Curriculum 

designers developed the curriculum for all students, no matter what language they studied 

at the Institute, to achieve at least Level 2 in the listening and reading proficiency tests, 

and Level 1+ or higher in speaking the target language; because the tests include listening 

and reading exercises based on news reports, the track of instruction abruptly deviates 

toward meeting the curriculum requirement. Some graduates opined that the Institute 

prepares students well to take those final tests, but not to develop Japanese for everyday 

use. 

Graduates’ negative experiences when communicating in the target language 

should be important considerations for the Japanese program to improve the quality of 

instruction. It is also important for the Institute to modify the curriculum based on 

students’ future work assignments, given that the goal of the Institute is as follows: 

The main goal is to ensure that graduates meet the requirements of the agency that 

has assigned them to foreign language study. Students must therefore be provided 

instructional programs that are responsive to the foreign language needs of a wide 

variety of (national security) positions throughout the world. The Institute’s 
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programs must meet high standards so that functional language skills can be 

developed for professional use in real-world communication situations. 

Because the work assignments of current students are very different from those of 

students who studied the Japanese language a few decades ago, the Institute should 

review its curriculum and make necessary changes to help students accomplish their work. 

Summary of Findings through Instructors’ Responses 

Quantitative Findings 

The mean scores of responses provided by the Institutes’ instructors about the 

curriculum’s effectiveness in developing communicative competence are in the range of 

1.25 to 3.08. The lowest mean score of 1.25 emerged on linguistic competence, indicating 

that the majority of instructors believe it important for students to continue improving 

their understanding of grammatical structure, even after they finish their studies at the 

Institute. Many Japanese teachers believed their former students will occasionally have 

serious grammatical problems when communicating in Japanese in Japan, and are not 

satisfied with the amount of vocabulary they teach at the Institute. 

With regard to sociocultural competence, instructors felt more positive about 

having prepared their students well in using the target language in a culturally appropriate 

way. However, teachers did not believe their students would be able to perfectly use 

culturally appropriate Japanese expressions or avoid embarrassing situations due to 

socioculturally mistaken use of Japanese. Regarding the discourse competence developed 

by their students, half the instructors chose Neither agree nor disagree as an answer, and 

the mean score for this statement was 2.42. As the low mean score of 1.08 shows, most 

teachers believed their students failed to organize proper utterances or made mistakes in 
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the expressions they used. In response to the questions concerning the strategic 

competence developed by their former students, more teachers answered positively, as 

the mean scores of 2.67 and 2.82 show. 

The most positive opinions shown by instructors concerned curriculum materials 

used to develop listening and reading skills and speaking practice. The numerical values 

of 2.83, 3.08, and 2.92 indicate instructors’ confidence in the quality of the materials they 

chose. In contrast to scores for those three skills, the score related to materials used to 

improve students’ writing skill was 1.25, which is extremely low. For teaching 

methodologies used to develop learners’ communicative competence, more instructors 

responded positively, yielding numerical values of 2.83, 2.92, 2.67, and 2.58. 

Results of the quantitative analysis revealed some extremely low mean scores. 

The qualitative findings explain the reasons instructors evaluated three areas with the low 

mean scores of 1.25 (“the graduates don’t need to improve grammatical structures after 

completing the study of Japanese at the Institute”), 1.08 (“the graduates have never failed 

to organize proper utterance, or they have no deviation in the expressions they use”), and 

1.25 (“the Japanese program provides the students with good materials for developing 

writing skills”). 

Qualitative Findings 

Japanese instructors shared their concerns about developing each component of 

communicative competence. In speaking of linguistic competence, their special concerns 

related to eight areas: (a) necessity of more advanced grammar, (b) basic nature of the 

course they teach at the Institute, (c) dependence on the students’ work assignments, 

(d) dependence on the individual student, (e) necessity of continuing training for students, 
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(f) insufficient instruction time for building linguistic competence, (g) insufficient 

instruction time for improving students’ pronunciation, and (h) insufficient instruction 

time to develop writing skills. In the interview, six instructors said that although they 

believe they should introduce many important linguistic features to the students, they do 

not have time to do so because they need to prepare students to take the final tests. 

Responding to questions about sociocultural competence, instructors shared 

concerns in six areas: (a) proper use of casual speech styles, (b) impossibility to teach all 

aspects of culture, (c) dependence on the individual student, (d) limited time to let 

students use learned expressions that directly reflect sociocultural norms, (e) necessity to 

acquire many sociocultural issues in the foreign country, and (f) difficulties for nonnative 

instructors to keep up with new cultural trends. Regarding speech styles adopted by 

graduates, most instructors thought former students would experience problems with 

speech styles such as casual styles, honorific and humble speech styles, speech styles that 

reveal the speaker’s gender, regional dialects, and peculiar Japanese expressions 

commonly used by people of a particular age group. Working under time pressure, many 

instructors believed the sociocultural issues they teach at the Institute are rather 

superficial. 

In regard to discourse competence, instructors believed students who have good 

speaking skills, especially if associated with excellent use skills, can converse with well-

organized expressions. According to some teachers, people who developed good 

speaking skills make less mistakes when speaking in the target language in one-on-one 

situations because their speaking practice took place under the same circumstances. 

However, those teachers assumed it might be more challenging for the same speakers to 
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interact with multiple people because the speaker’s level of anxiety would increase. 

When discussing whether graduates acquired strategic competence while studying 

Japanese at the Institute, most instructors responded positively, because this is the 

competence they consistently teach at the Institute. 

In discussing the materials they use at the Institute, teachers expressed another 

reason for frustration. Because all instructors of the Institute must follow the curriculum, 

they cannot adopt materials they feel are necessary for students when living and working 

in Japan. Even if instructors think it is important to teach particular materials to develop 

writing skills, they cannot take the time to do so because the curriculum of the Institute 

does not require developing writing skills. 

Three opinions arose on teaching methodologies from instructors: (a) teaching is 

for the final tests, (b) teaching methodology varies depending on instructor, and 

(c) teaching effectiveness depends on students. For the first opinion, instructors showed 

frustration in compromising on teaching methods to accomplish curricular goals. For the 

second opinion, each instructor adopts a different approach, even when teaching the same 

materials. For the last opinion, instructors noted that a particular method that works well 

in one class might not be effective with another. 

The comments made by both former students and instructors on the qualitative 

questions indicated that concerns they have in building communicative competence are 

quite similar. Graduates pointed out that the important features missing from instruction 

provided at the Institute are what instructors think would be important to teach. However, 

instructors cannot teach those features due to the curriculum. 



176 

 

Discussions of Research Questions 

The research questions for this study were the following: 

1. How effective is the Japanese language program at the Institute in helping 

students build communicative competence? 

2. Does the Institute provide a curriculum and cultural information that helps 

students build communicative competence? 

3. What are students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the program in building 

students’ communicative competence? 

4.  What are teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the program in building 

students’ communicative competence? 

The quantitative findings obtained from the analysis of former students’ survey 

responses answered the first research question. Although survey participants thought they 

needed to continue improving their grammatical skills, vocabulary, and pronunciation, 

they answered all the questions quite positively concerning how well the Institute 

prepared them in building linguistic, sociocultural, discourse, and strategic competence. 

All mean scores for these questions were higher than 3.0 (agree). Positive comments 

collected through the qualitative questions supported the quantitative results. Therefore, 

the answer to the first research question is a positive one: The basic Japanese course at 

the Institute is quite effective in helping students build communicative competence. 

Similar to the first research question, the quantitative analysis positively 

supported the second question. The answer to the second research question is positive 

when looking at the numerical values. However, the qualitative findings revealed that 

some former students would prefer developing communicative competence that is useful 
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for daily life rather than doing well on the required final tests. Moreover, those who study 

or studied at a staff college in Tokyo had a hard time writing formal reports in Japanese 

because the curriculum of the Institute does not emphasize the development of writing 

skills. Therefore, the answers to this second research question vary, depending on 

individual students’ responses. Whereas some former students felt the Institute provided 

them with useful curriculum and cultural information to develop communicative 

competence, some thought that the program lacked instruction that was important for 

them. 

Former students answered the third research question with positive and negative 

comments. The first positive perception the survey participants have is that they are very 

satisfied with the instruction they received at the Institute. Many former students 

provided positive feedback such as “I was 100% satisfied with my experience at the 

Institute,” “The language training at the Institute was phenomenal,” and “Great program 

for establishing a solid foundation from which to further build.”. Several students stated 

the Institute provided them with the foundations they needed to be confident in everyday 

situations in Japan. Those people thought that the program at the Institute is amazing 

because in only a year and a half they developed the communicative competence they 

needed to carry on conversations with native Japanese speakers quite comfortably. For 

those people, the survey questions asking about communication problems they might 

have encountered while speaking to native Japanese speakers in Japan are odd, because 

any graduates who go to Japan with the goal of improving their Japanese beyond the 

foundational level taught at the Institute experience problems in grammar, vocabulary, 
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culture, speaking, and so on. Those people further commented that this is exactly how 

one improves language skills. 

Survey participants also provided some criticisms of the program, particular in the 

areas of speaking practice, writing exercises, and the emphasis put on the final 

proficiency tests. Although 1-hour one-on-one speaking practice is offered daily at the 

Institute, some former students thought this was insufficient. As discussed above, those 

who study at a staff college in Tokyo right after they finish the Japanese course at the 

Institute have problems when writing formal reports in Japanese. Because the curriculum 

of the Institute does not emphasize the acquisition of writing skills, the writing 

assignments given at the staff college penalize those people, especially at the beginning. 

Although those former students seemed to gradually overcome the problems, thanks to 

assistance from their Japanese classmates, the lack of writing skills is a marked 

shortcoming for them when evaluating the Japanese program at the Institute. 

The emphasis the program puts on the final proficiency tests is another critique 

graduates of the Institute described. Whereas some interviewees said that studying news 

items is important because their work requires them to know what is happening in the 

world, some said that they do not talk about news in Japanese at all. Obviously, whether 

it is important to study the news depends on former students’ work assignments. Thus, 

the criticisms varied with the types of work assignments the graduates of the Institute had. 

Therefore, an appropriate answer to the third research question is that some former 

students are very satisfied with the effectiveness of the program in building 

communicative competence; however, some students feel the program fails to emphasize 

some important skills. Some instructors noted that the quality of building linguistic 
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competence depends on the students’ work assignments. Thus, answers to the second and 

third research questions vary considerably. 

The last research question queried teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the 

program. The answer is that instructors teaching Japanese at the Institute struggle to teach 

the Japanese language. Their frustration arises because they would like to introduce more 

topics to their students, but they cannot. For example, in regard to building linguistic 

competence, teachers believed they should take more time to introduce advanced 

grammar, to improve students’ pronunciation, and to improve students’ writing skills. In 

building sociocultural competence, instructors noted it would be necessary for students to 

have more time to practice different speech styles, especially casual styles, and to use 

learned expressions that directly reflect sociocultural norms. However, teachers cannot 

teach what they feel is necessary due to the limited instruction time and the need to 

follow the curriculum of the Institute. Unless the Institute revises the current curriculum, 

instructors of Japanese will not be able to teach important linguistic features. 

Recommendations for the Program and the Institute 

As a result of findings from quantitative and qualitative questions used in this 

study, I recommend changes at the program level and institutional level. At the program 

level, all instructors should think of effective way to teach various speech styles, because 

former students commented on this issue with reference to building linguistic and 

sociocultural competence. Teaching methods, practical drills, and exercises, as well as 

role plays that can develop skills of different speech styles should be reviewed. Because 

the textbooks used at the Japanese program introduce different speech styles, ideas to 

develop students’ skills should be developed and implemented. 
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I provide two main recommendations for the Institute to consider. The first 

recommendation is that the Japanese curriculum should be adjusted on the basis of 

students’ needs after they finish studying the core textbooks. As one former student 

pointed out, the purposes for which the students study foreign languages at the Institute 

are diverse. The majority of students who study other languages at the Institute work as 

voice interceptors who perform and supervise “detection, acquisition, location, 

identification and exploitation of foreign communications,” cryptologists, and 

interrogators after the completion of the coursework at the Institute (armyenlist.com, n.d.). 

However, most students who study Japanese work with their Japanese counterparts in 

national-security jobs or take classes with Japanese classmates at a staff college. 

Therefore, the curriculum used at the Institute fits the majority of students but does not fit 

the purpose of the students studying the Japanese language. For this reason, the Institute 

divides the basic course in two: One course for students who need to prepare for the OPI 

and the listening and reading proficiency tests administered at the Institute at the end of 

the coursework, and another course for students who need to develop specific 

communicative competence to accomplish their special work assignments. These students 

may require an extended course. 

The second recommendation for the Institute is that administrators should 

undertake program evaluations like the present study to grasp what is happening at the 

program and learn what changes are necessary. It is also important for administrators to 

communicate with instructors and students and to promptly make necessary program 

adjustments. In order not to waste instruction time and to effectively improve students’ 

communicative competence necessary not only for accomplishing their future work 
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assignments but also for living in the country where the target language is spoken, 

Japanese instructors and administrators should consider the recommendations of this 

study. 

Implication of Communicative Competence as a Framework for College-Level Foreign-

Language Study 

I discussed communicative competence as a framework for college-level foreign-

language study in Chapter 1. Byrnes (2006) discussed the central questions of the role of 

foreign language in higher education and the educational purposes, goals, and outcomes 

of foreign-language study. Byrnes was critical of college language departments that focus 

on teaching the development of oral language skills that are neither articulated nor 

considered desirable and indispensable. Further, Byrnes stated that a reconsideration of 

program goals and objectives is necessary because of two factors: (a) the acquisition of 

less commonly taught languages such as Japanese, whose script and cultural contexts are 

very different from those commonly used in the United States, obviously requires much 

more time and effort to reach a particular level of proficiency; and (b) even students who 

study commonly taught languages such as Spanish and French are barely able to reach an 

intermediate level of communicative abilities by the end of the sequential language 

courses. This is the same level of proficiency achieved by students who participate in a 

one-semester study-abroad program. 

Kramsch (2006) commented that people must have competency and not just 

efficiency when communicating with others in a global age, because today language 

learners have more opportunities to encounter multilingual individuals who hold a variety 

of values and ideologies compared to the 1970s, when the notion of communicative 
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competence was introduced in foreign-language study. Kramsch suggested that educators 

should focus more on form, genre, style, and register, and should carefully observe how 

linguistic forms such as the words chosen by speakers represents their thoughts. 

Obviously, learners must spend much more time to acquire the competencies discussed 

by Kramsch. 

Schulz (2006) remarked that the vast majority of learners have problems gaining a 

meaningful and long-lasting level of language competence predominantly through 

classroom instruction. According to Schulz, most postsecondary institutions where 

foreign-language study is considered important for general education offer courses for no 

more than 4 semesters. The problems Schulz raised are insufficient time, insufficient 

appropriate contexts, insufficient input, insufficient opportunities to interact with 

competent users of the target language, and insufficient motivation. Schultz stated it is 

neither a realistic nor a sufficient goal for general education foreign-language 

requirements to develop students’ communicative competence because “neither time nor 

instructional context is sufficient or appropriate to develop a meaningful and lasting level 

of proficiency” (2006, p. 253). Therefore, Schulz suggested a reexamination and 

rebalancing of instructional goals and approaches in language-instruction sequences. 

At the Institute where this program evaluation was conducted, the foreign-

language curriculum is quite different from that of most colleges in the United States. 

Students studying at the Institute spend enormous amounts of time studying an assigned 

foreign language; they study nothing else than their target language for 6–7 hours a day 

for 64 weeks, if their assigned foreign language is a Category IV language. Compared to 



183 

 

the time college students spend to learn a foreign language, the Institute, indeed, offers 

very intensive language programs. 

The answers and feedback collected in this study show that students who studied 

Japanese (a Category IV language) learn only the foundations of the target language, 

even after they finish the very intensive coursework. The majority of graduates think the 

competence they acquired at the Institute was insufficient, and that they must continue 

improving the four components of communicative competence based on the foundations 

they developed at the Institute. As manifested by their negative experiences, the target 

language learners still struggle when communicating with native speakers and make 

linguistic, sociocultural, discourse, and strategic mistakes in communicating in the target 

language. Through these mistakes and embarrassments, however, the foreign-language 

learners gradually make progress in building communicative competence. 

A comparison of the foreign-language curricula adopted at most colleges in the 

United States and those used at the Institute supports the statement made by Schultz 

(2006) in that it is neither a realistic nor a sufficient goal for the general education 

foreign-language requirement to develop students’ communicative competence: Most 

college students have insufficient time, insufficient appropriate contexts, insufficient 

input, insufficient opportunities to interact with competent users of the target language, or 

insufficient motivation. Therefore, foreign-language college departments should 

reexamine and rebalance the instructional goals and approaches in their curricula. 

Theoretical Framework Adopted for This Study 

I chose two theoretical frameworks for this study. One is the CAM for program 

evaluation developed by Lynch (1996, 2003). The four main components of 
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communicative competence identified by Canale (1983) and Canale and Swain (1980) 

and revised by Celce-Murcia et al. (1995) and Celce-Murcia (2007) form the second 

theoretical foundation of this study. These components are linguistic competence, 

discourse competence, sociocultural competence, and strategic competence. 

As pointed out by Lynch (1996), the CAM is “a flexible and adaptable heuristic” 

that should be used “for inquiry into language education program” (p. 3). Following the 

seven steps of the CAM, my specific concerns in conducting the program evaluation were 

tailored and practiced. Using this model as one of the theoretical framework, I was able 

to conduct meaningful research, and collect many important issues on foreign-language 

education. 

The major goal of foreign-language education is to help students develop 

communicative competence (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000). The four components of 

communicative competence provided another theoretical framework for this study. I 

developed all questions used in the survey and interviews based on the features of those 

four components. Participants in the surveys and interviews considered all the questions 

that represented developing communicative competence. Participants provided positive 

feedback and criticism, discussed earlier as significant findings. 

Combining these two theoretical frameworks, I successfully conducted the 

foreign-language program evaluation, and collected much useful information. The rich 

information gleaned from participants and other authors guided the thorough discussion 

of the findings. As a result, I could complete the study with meaningful implications for 

foreign-language education. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on this program evaluation of the Institute’s effectiveness in developing 

communicative competence, I have three recommendations for future research. The first 

recommendation concerns the language categories. The second recommendation relates 

to the goals of the programs, and the third refers to the questions used in surveys and 

interviews. 

The first recommendation for future research addresses the category of the 

language researched. As discussed in the previous chapter, the Institute divides all foreign 

languages taught there into four categories, depending on their difficulty. The current 

study focused on the Japanese language, which belongs to Category IV. Unlike those 

studying foreign languages in Categories I through III, learners of a Category IV 

language must master not only complicated linguistic expressions and unfamiliar 

sociocultural issues, but also very unique writing systems. In learning Japanese, students 

must learn to read and write in two sets of phonetic writing systems as well as Chinese 

characters, which are ideographs and do not follow systematic rules. Obviously, 

acquiring the Japanese language is a very time-consuming endeavor. Evaluating 

languages of different categories with the same methodology used in this study, however, 

would provide very different results. Because a broader variety of foreign languages are 

taught in the United States now compared to several decades ago, it is necessary and 

meaningful to research those different languages using the same method used in this 

study. The results of the future studies will be important sources in examining the current 

curriculum and in making necessary modifications that provide fruitful learning 

experiences to learners of any foreign languages. 
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The second recommendation is that future research should be conducted on 

language programs with different curriculum goals. This study evaluated the Japanese 

program taught to develop learners’ functional language skills necessary for professional 

use, but language programs with different curricular goals will probably provide very 

unique results. These results should be another important source for developing better 

foreign-language curricula. 

The last recommendation is to conduct more program-evaluation studies on 

students’ communicative competence using different types of questions to address each 

component of communicative competence. The questions used in the survey and 

interviews for the current study related to a very limited area of each component. More 

elaborate questions that can depict the characteristics of each component should be 

developed and adopted in future studies. 

Researcher’s Thoughts on Program Evaluation 

As Richards (2001) stated, language program evaluation explains the sources of 

those problems by investigating how successfully a program works, whether the program 

responds to the learners’ needs, and whether the students are learning sufficiently. 

Through this research study, many significant findings emerged about building 

communicative competence, supporting Richards. Responses to quantitative and 

qualitative questions provided by former students and instructors of the Institute are new 

information to me, which led me to consider which avenues are more important to teach 

and which teaching methods are most effective when developing quality instructional 

materials. 
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Positive feedback and criticisms shared by former students awakened me, as a 

foreign-language instructor, preventing me from falling into mannerisms when 

instructing her native tongue. When managing the busy schedule of teaching assignments, 

foreign-language teachers are apt not to think how what we adopt in daily teaching 

affects our learners’ communication in the target language. After students leave school, 

we think little about how our former students live and work, using what we taught. 

Although I was able to presume some of the comments even before initiating this 

research, some provided totally unexpected feedback. In gaining positive feedback and 

criticism, this research provided a very exciting experience, enabling me to learn some 

viewpoints I had not previously considered. 

After completing this study, I also perceive the importance of occasionally 

conducting program evaluation, because the circumstances where foreign-language 

education takes place might need adjustment based on curriculum changes to the program. 

Without thinking of the sources of problems, and without responding to the adjustments, 

all people working for the program simply continue to sustain the same problems. 

Educators then neglect the essence of their work, failing to observe how successfully a 

program works, whether the program responds to learners’ needs, and whether students 

are learning sufficiently (Richards, 2001). 

My last thought, after concluding the research on foreign-language program 

evaluation, is that more studies on program evaluation should be initiated. Many 

programs have objectives to help students become active learners, varying based on 

different curricular aims. For example, the Japanese language program in which this 

study was conducted has very unique curriculum features because it is offered at the 
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government-sponsored foreign-language Institute, and directly relates to learners’ work 

assignments. Conducting the same type of study on foreign-language programs offered at 

different levels of schools, such as secondary schools and postsecondary schools, would 

yield different findings. In the previous chapter, I cited that several scholars described a 

need for more shared information on foreign-language program evaluation. I believe it is 

important for foreign-language educators to share any findings obtained through 

program-evaluation studies conducted on different levels and different languages because 

findings are key factors in improving the quality of foreign-language education. 

Conclusion 

I conducted this language-program evaluation in four research stages. In the first 

stage, I conducted two sets of surveys and interviews with former students and instructors 

who currently teach Japanese or used to teach the Japanese language at the Institute. The 

questions used in a section of the survey and interviews concerned how graduates of the 

Institute think of the communicative competence they developed at the Institute. In 

another section of survey and interviews, I asked the Institute’s instructors for their 

opinions about teaching Japanese and helping their students developing communicative 

competence. In the second stage, I thoroughly analyzed all responses collected through 

quantitative and qualitative questions. The analysis of the surveys and the interviews 

revealed many important findings, discussed based on the research questions. In the third 

stage, I made recommendations for instructors and the Institute based on the findings. In 

the last stage, I examined communicative competence as a framework for college-level 

foreign-language study, as discussed by several scholars. 
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This study revealed that the feedback provided by former students mainly fall into 

four areas. First is that former students are satisfied with the quality of the instruction 

offered as a basic course at the Institute, which helped them develop good foundations in 

Japanese. The majority of respondents thought they developed the foundations with 

which they can make further improvements while working in Japan. Second is that the 

types of work assignments affect the level of learners’ satisfaction in developing 

competence. For instance, some students who have opportunities to talk to native 

Japanese speakers in more informal situations felt they lacked casual linguistic structures 

as well as the ability to use expressions properly in casual settings. Those who are 

required to write formal reports in Japanese thought they did not have good writing skills. 

The third area of feedback is that the curriculum of the Institute emphasizes students’ 

learning outcomes, but not what they actually need to accomplish their work in the target 

language. At the end of their studies, students must show good skills in listening, reading, 

and speaking as well as sociocultural and ethical knowledge of the target country. The 

Institute measures these three skills through listening and reading proficiency tests and an 

oral proficiency interview at the end of the coursework. However, some former students 

thought it would have been more important for them to spend more time studying 

advanced grammar and vocabulary, rather than preparing for the final tests. The last 

opinion expressed by the graduates of the Institute is that improving communicative 

competence is a life-long effort for learners of any language. 

The instructors’ responses to the survey and interviews also revealed important 

findings. While teaching at the Institute following the curriculum, those instructors are 

occasionally frustrated for two reasons. One is that teachers find it impossible to 
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introduce all the topics students need to build communicative competence. The second 

reason for frustration is that instructors have to put too much emphasis on preparing 

students for the final tests. Even if they think they can impart more significant linguistic 

features to the students, they have to follow the curriculum because the Institute measures 

program effectiveness based on the results of students’ final tests. 

The summary of the findings warrants one recommendation at the program level 

and a couple at the institutional level. Instructors should think of ways to provide 

exercises that are effective in developing different speech styles, and should find a good 

balance of time to introduce a variety of styles. The Institute should revise its current 

curriculum because the purposes for which students take the language courses have 

changed compared to several decades ago. Also, courses should be diversified based on 

students’ future work assignments. 

Results from this research determined whether communicative competence is a 

suitable and achievable framework for college-level foreign-language study. Several 

college professors pointed out deficits in building communicative competence through 

classroom instruction. Findings from this research supported Schultz’s (2006) remark that 

is it is neither a realistic nor a sufficient goal for the general education foreign-language 

requirement to develop students’ communicative competence. This program-evaluation 

research yielded many important findings. Language instructors and administrators 

should follow the suggestions and recommendations of this study to improve the quality 

of foreign-language education. 
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APPENDIX B 

SURVEY QUESTIONS  

For Students 

 
 

DIRECTION:  PLEASE ANSWER A FEW QUESTIONS ABOUT YOURSELF. 

1. What year did you graduate from the Institute? 
 

 
 

2. What were the results of the last Listening and Reading proficiency tests,     

 and OPI?  Choose the number that shows each of your language skills. 

 
  0+ 1 1+ 2 2+ 3 3+ 4 

 Listening: O O O O O O O O 

 Reading: O O O O O O O O 

 OPI: O O O O O O O O 

3. Where did (do) you work in Japan? 
 

 
 

4. Did (do) you often communicate with the Japanese people while you were (are) 

working in Japan? 
 

 
 

5. How long did you stay in Japan? / How long have you been in Japan? 
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DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

6. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared you well in building 
grammatical concepts such as sentence patterns, word formations, vocabulary, 
pronunciation, and writing. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

7. You didn’t have serious problems at all in constructing grammatically correct 
Japanese expressions when talking to native Japanese speakers. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

8. You often thought (think) that the grammatical instruction you received at the 
Institute was sufficient. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 2 
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9. Add any comments. 

 

 

10. While you stayed (stay) in Japan, you had (have) no needs to improve your 
grammatical knowledge for better communication.. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

11. The amount of vocabulary you acquired at the Institute was sufficient. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

12. You feel comfortable when speaking Japanese because of your good accent 
in Japanese. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 
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13. Add any comments or episodes you would like to share about grammatical 
use, word formation, vocabulary, pronunciation, and writing. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

14. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared you well in using Japanese in a 
culturally appropriate way (such as formality and politeness) 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

15. You didn’t have any serious problems in using culturally appropriate Japanese 
expressions at all when talking to native Japanese speakers. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 3 
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16. You have not experienced being in a very embarrassing situation because the 
Japanese expressions you used are culturally appropriate. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

17. Add any comments or report any incident you like to share about your 
experiences with culturally appropriate language uses. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

18. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared you well to organize 
expressions sequentially, or with good arrangement, so that you successfully 
used unified spoken or written expressions. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 4 
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19. You didn’t have occasions in which miscommunication occurred because you 
organized proper utterance, or had no deviation in the expressions used. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

20. Please share your experience in failing communication. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

21. You think that you have developed skills to rephrase when you forget or when 
you don’t know a particular word. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 5 
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22. You didn’t have occasions when you felt it was hard to continue communicating 
with native Japanese speakers since you don’t have correct words to use.  

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

23. When you have experiences that you couldn’t recall the words you really needed 
to use, what did you do? 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

24. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 
learning materials for developing listening skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 6 
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25. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 
learning materials for developing reading skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

26. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had good 
learning materials for developing writing skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

27. While you were studying Japanese at the Institute, you think you had a 
reasonable amount of speaking practice. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

28. Add any comments or suggestions you have regarding the learning materials 
used at the Institute. 
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DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

29. The teaching methodology used for building grammatical competence was good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

30. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to use language in a 
culturally appropriate way was good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

31. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to make utterances 
srquentially or with proper arrangement was good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 7 
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32. The teaching methodology used for improving skills to rephrase unknown words 
was good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

33. Add any comments or suggestions you have regarding teaching methodology 
used at the Institute. 

 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

34. Provide any comments, suggestions, and feedback which may be useful for 
improving the quality of the Japanese program at the Institute. 

 

 

Thank you for your crucial participation in this survey. 

 

 

 

Survey Questions for Students 

Section 8 
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APPENDIX C 

SURVEY QUESTIONS  

For Instructors 

 
 

DIRECTION:  PLEASE ANSWER A FEW QUESTIONS ABOUT YOURSELF. 

1. How many years have you taught Japanese at the Institute? 

 

 
 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

2. You think that the Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former 
students well in building grammatical concepts such as sentence patterns, word 
formations, vocabulary, pronunciation, and writing. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 2 
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3. You believe that the former students had no serious problems at all in 
constructing grammatically correct Japanese expressions when talking to 
native Japanese speakers. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

4. You believe that the Japanese program at the Institute provides sufficient 
instruction to build students’ grammatical knowledge. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

5. Add any comments. 

 

 

6. You believe that the former students have sufficient grammatical knowledge, 
so that they don’t need to improve their grammatical knowledge much while 
they work in Japan. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 
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7. The amount of vocabulary you taught at the Institute is sufficient for the 
students. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

8. You believe that the students acquired good pronunciation at the Institute. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

9. Add any comments you would like to share about teaching grammar, word 
formation, vocabulary, pronunciation, and writing. 
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DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

10. The Japanese program at the Institute prepares the students well in using the 
Japanese language in a culturally appropriate way (such as formality and 
politeness) 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

11. The former students don’t have any serious problems at all to use culturally 
appropriate Japanese expressions when talking to native Japanese speakers. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

12. The former students don’t experience being in a very embarrassing situation 
because the Japanese expressions they use are culturally appropriate. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 3 
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O Strongly agree 

 

13. Add any comments you would like to share culturally appropriate language uses. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

14. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to 
organize expressions sequentially, or with good arrangement, so that they 
successfully use unified spoken or written expressions. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

15. You believe that the former students have never failed to organize proper 
utterance, or had deviation in the expressions they used. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 4 
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O Strongly agree 

 

16. Add any comments about organizing proper Japanese expressions. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

17. The Japanese program at the Institute prepared the former students well to 
develop skills to rephrase when they forget or don’t know a particular word. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

18. You believe that the former students have developed skills to use different words 
or phrases when they don’t know a particular word to use in order to continue 
conversation. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 5 
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O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

19. Do you believe that the former students have developed skills to manage 
communicating with native Japanese speakers even if they forget or they don’t 
know words?  If so, why? 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

20. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 
materials for developing listening skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

21. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 
materials for developing reading skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 6 
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O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

22. The Japanese program at the Institute provides the students good learning 
materials for developing writing skills. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

23. The Japanese program at the Institute provides reasonable amount of speaking 
practice. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

24. Add any comments you have regarding the learning materials used at the 
Institute. 

 

 



218 

 

 
 

 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

25. The teaching methodology used for building grammatical competence is good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

26. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to use language in 
a culturally appropriate way is good.    

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

27. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to make utterances 
sequentially or with proper arrangement is good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 7 
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28. The teaching methodology used for improving students’ skills to rephrase 
unknown words is good. 

O  Strongly disagree   

O Disagree 

O Neither agree nor disagree 

O Agree 

O Strongly agree 

 

29. Add any comments or suggestions you have regarding teaching methodology 
used at the Institute. 

 

 

 
 

DIRECTION:  ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

30. Provide any comments, suggestions, and opinions you may have regarding the 
Japanese program at the Institute. 

 

 

Thank you for your crucial participation in this survey. 

Survey Questions for Instructors 

Section 8 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

For Students 

Information about the Interviewee: 

1. How long did you work in Japan?  

2. Did you often talk to the Japanese people in Japanese while you stayed there? 

3. Did you enjoy speaking Japanese to the Japanese people?  

 

Please tell me your experience with the use of the Japanese language.   

Linguistic Competence 

1. When talking to native Japanese speakers, how did you feel about your grammar 

knowledge?   

   

2. Tell me, in detail, about your knowledge of the Japanese grammar, word formations, 

and pronunciation.  

 

3. Do you think your knowledge is sufficient?  

 

4. What kinds of challenges did you experience when utilizing the grammatical 

knowledge? 

 

5. Tell me any incident you had with the usage of Japanese grammar, word formations, 

and sound systems. 

 

Sociocultural Competence 

6. How do you think of your sociocultural knowledge that affects language use?  

 

7. Do you think you had sufficient knowledge about Japanese culture which directly 

influences the language use? 

 

8. Tell me about a time when sociocultural issues you learned had a negative or positive 

impact on communication in Japanese.   

 

9. Do you have any incident you want to share with me in regard to the use of the 

socioculturally proper Japanese expressions? 
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10. What kinds of challenges do you experience when managing socioculturally 

appropriate Japanese expressions when speaking to native Japanese speakers?  

 

Discourse Competence 

11. How do you think of your skills to form semantically appropriate Japanese 

expressions you wanted to use?  

12. Tell me about your skills of organizing Japanese expressions sequentially, or with 

good arrangement.     

13. Do you have any incident you want to share with me regarding the use of sequentially 

awkward Japanese expressions?  

14. Do you have any incident you want to share with me regarding miscommunication 

caused by deviated forms and uses?     

Strategic Competence 

15. When you cannot recall words, or you forget words you need to use for continuing 

conversation, what do you usually do?  

 

16. How do you think of your skills to manage conversations even when you don’t know 

particular words to use?   

 

17.  Did you have experience of forgetting words you needed to use, and couldn’t recall 

  them? 

-- if yes, what did you do that time?   

 

18. What kinds of challenge do you experience when managing conversation? 

 

 

Curriculum Materials used at the Institute 

 

19. Tell me about your opinions about curriculum materials. 

 

20. What kinds of materials do you think are useful? 

 

21. What kinds of challenges did you experience with the materials? 
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Teaching Methodology 

 

22. Tell me about your opinions about teaching methods used at the Institute? 

 

23. What types of teaching methods do you think were effective?  

 

24. Do you have any episode you want to share with me regarding teaching methods  

      used? 
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

For Instructors 

Linguistic Competence 

1. What do you think of former students’ grammatical knowledge?   

 

2. Do you think that the students had any serious problems in forming grammatical 

Japanese expressions, since they had sufficient grammar knowledge when talking to 

native Japanese speakers?   

 -- if yes, why do you think so? 

  

 -- if no, why do you think so?  

 

3. What do you think of the amount of vocabulary the former students acquired? 

 

4. What do you think of the students’ pronunciation? 

 

5. How would you evaluate the students’ writing skills? 

 

Sociocultural Competence 

6. What do you think of the former students’ sociocultural knowledge? 

 

7. Do you think that the students had sufficient knowledge about Japanese culture, 

which directly influences the language use?  Why do you think so? 

 

8. Do you think the students had any problems in using socioculturally appropriate 

styles of Japanese expressions? 

 -- if yes, why do you think so? 

 -- if no, why do you think so? 

  

9. What kinds of challenges do you think the former students might have experienced 

regarding the use of socioculturally appropriate Japanese? 

 

Discourse Competence 

10. Do you think the students were able to form semantically appropriate Japanese 

expressions they wanted to use?  Why? 
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11. How do you evaluate the former students’ skills in organizing utterances 

sequentially?   

12. What kinds of challenges do you think the former students might have experienced in 

organizing expressions sequentially?  

Strategic Competence 

13. What do you think the students do when they forget, or don’t know words or 

expressions necessary for continuing communication?   

 

14. Do you think the students can manage conversation when they forget words?   

 

Curriculum Materials 

15. Tell me about the curriculum materials you use at the Institute? 

16. What do you think of the quality of the materials? 

17.  Do you think the curriculum materials used at the Institute are adequate for 

developing communicative competence?  

Teaching Methodology 

18. Tell me what teaching methods you often adopt at the Institute? 

19. What types of teaching methods do you think are effective?  Why? 

Others 

21. What else would you like to share about teaching experience at the Institute? 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



225 

 

APPENDIX F 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 

CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT 

(For Former Students) 

Purpose and Background 

Yukiko Konishi, a doctoral student in the School of Education at the University of 

San Francisco is engaging in a study on Evaluation of the Japanese Language 

Program at the government-sponsored foreign language institute.  The researcher 

will conduct a survey for this study, and needs the survey participants who have 

studied the Japanese language at the Institute, and worked in Japan after 

graduating from the Institute.  The purpose of conducting this research is to 

examine whether the former students who are assigned to study the Japanese 

language as a foreign language can develop better communicative competence.  

This study will help the language programs at the Institute make further 

improvement in the quality of teaching practice.   

 

I am being asked to participate in the survey because I am a graduate who studied 

Japanese at the Institute, and worked (or am currently working) in Japan, and I am 

over 18 years old.  

 

Procedure 

 

If I agree to be a survey participant, the following will occur: 

 

 1. The researcher will contact me through email to confirm the participation. 

 

 2. I will receive the electronic survey form with two types of questions: One is 

Likert-style questions in which I am asked to choose one answer out of 5 points 

such as Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree, Agree, Strongly 

agree.  The other type of question is open-ended, which I need to answer in my 

own words. 

 

 3. After I complete the questions, I am asked to send the electronic survey form with 

the responses back to the researcher. 

 

Risks/Discomforts 

 

  In case, the participants find that answering some questions make them feel 

uncomfortable, they are free to decline to answer any questions. 
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Benefits 

 

  Although I will not obtain a direct benefit from participating in this survey 

research study, my responses will make a great contribution, not only to the 

students who are currently studying the Japanese language, but future students 

learning the language at the Institute, as well as the Japanese instructors, since this 

study will help any people who belong to the Japanese program.  Furthermore, it 

would be a great contribution to the entire community of the Institute, since any 

findings from this study will address common and important key factors for 

improving the quality of the language programs of the Foreign Language Institute. 

 

Costs/Financial Considerations 

 

  No financial costs will be charged for my participation in this study. 

 

Compensation 

 

  There will be no compensation for participating in this study. 

 

Questions 

 

  I have asked Yukiko Konishi about questions I had about this study, and all of the 

questions have been answered.  If I have any further questions regarding this 

study, I will contact her by email at ykonishi@usfca.edu. 

 

  In case I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I 

should contact the researcher first.  When, for some reason, I do not wish to do 

this, I may contact IRBPHS, which is concerned with the protection of research 

volunteers.  I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling 415-422-6091 and leaving 

a voice message.  I may also e-mail IRBPHS@usfca.edu or write to the IRBPHS, 

Department of Counseling Psychology, Education Bldg., University of San 

Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA-94117-1080. 

 

Consent 

 

  I have been provided a copy of this signed consent form to keep. 

 

  PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY.  I am free to decline to be 

a participant in this study, or to withdraw from it at any time.  My decision to 

participate or not in this study will have no effect on my current or future status as 

a graduate of the Institute.   

 

 

      My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study. 

 

 

mailto:ykonishi@usfca.edu
mailto:IRBPHS@usfca.edu
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  __________________________________   _________________ 

  Participant’s Signature   Date of Signature 

   

  __________________________________   _________________ 

  Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date of Signature 
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APPENDIX G 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 

CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT 

(For Instructors) 

Purpose and Background 

Yukiko Konishi, a doctoral student in the School of Education at the University of 

San Francisco is engaging in a study on Evaluation of the Japanese Language 

Program at the government-sponsored foreign language institute.  The researcher 

will conduct a survey for this study, and needs the survey participants who are 

currently teaching Japanese, or have taught the language at the Institute.  The 

purpose of conducting this research is to examine whether the former students 

who are assigned to study the Japanese language as a foreign language can 

develop better communicative competence.  Both the opinions from the former 

students and the instructors would play important roles for this research.  This 

study will help the language programs at the Institute make further improvement 

in the quality of teaching practice.   

 

I am being asked to participate in the survey because I am a Japanese instructor of 

the Institute, who currently teaches Japanese, or who used to teach Japanese at the 

Institute.  

 

Procedure 

 

If I agree to be a survey participant, the following will occur: 

 

 1. The researcher will contact me through email to confirm the participation. 

 

 2. I will receive the electronic survey form with two types of questions: One is 

Likert-style questions in which I am asked to choose one answer out of 5 points 

such as Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree, Agree, Strongly 

agree.  The other type of question is open-ended, which I need to answer in my 

own words. 

 

 3. After I complete the questions, I am asked to send the electronic survey form with 

the responses back to the researcher. 

 

Risks/Discomforts 
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  In case, the participants find that answering some questions make them feel 

uncomfortable, they are free to decline to answer any questions. 

 

 

Benefits 

 

  Although I will not obtain a direct benefit from participating in this survey 

research study, my responses will make a great contribution, not only to the 

students who are currently studying the Japanese language, but future students 

learning the language at the Institute, as well as the Japanese instructors, since this 

study will help any people who belong to the Japanese program.  Furthermore, it 

would be a great contribution to the entire community of the Institute, since any 

findings from this study will address common and important key factors for 

improving the quality of the language programs of the Foreign Language Institute. 

 

Costs/Financial Considerations 

 

  No financial costs will be charged for my participation in this study. 

 

Compensation 

 

  There will be no compensation for participating in this study. 

 

Questions 

 

  I have asked Yukiko Konishi about questions I had about this study, and all of the 

questions have been answered.  If I have any further questions regarding this 

study, I will contact her by email at ykonishi@usfca.edu. 

 

  In case I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I 

should contact the researcher first.  When, for some reason, I do not wish to do 

this, I may contact IRBPHS, which is concerned with the protection of research 

volunteers.  I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling 415-422-6091 and leaving 

a voice message.  I may also e-mail IRBPHS@usfca.edu or write to the IRBPHS, 

Department of Counseling Psychology, Education Bldg., University of San 

Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA-94117-1080. 

 

Consent 

 

  I have been provided a copy of this signed consent form to keep. 

 

  PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY.  I am free to decline to be 

a participant in this study, or to withdraw from it at any time.  My decision to 

participate or not in this study will have no effect on my current or future status as 

a graduate of the Institute.   

 

mailto:ykonishi@usfca.edu
mailto:IRBPHS@usfca.edu
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      My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study. 

 

  __________________________________   _________________ 

  Participant’s Signature     Date of Signature 

   

  __________________________________   _________________ 

  Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date of Signature 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


