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The Experience of Language

BEFESNEAZET John Wolfgang Roberts

I came to Mie University this year, to join the English
Department, within the Faculty of Education. What is different
about this position, from my previous positions in Toyohashi
and Tokyo, is that my students are future English teachers.
Within three years or so, most of my current students will have
students of their own, and will therefore be active contributors
towards a more international Japan. In the short time I’ve been
teaching here, I’ve had many rewarding experiences teaching
motivated, educationally = minded students.  Another
consequence of my unique position at Mie University is that
it’s caused me to reflect upon my previous teaching experiences
related to primary and secondary education.

My teaching experience in Japan is varied. I have taught at
nearly every level in different capacities. I have been an ALT in
elementary and junior high schools. I have also taught my own

junior high and high school nglish classes as the primary
language teacher. The differences in student output between




ALT classes and conversation courses have been noticeable,
and this is what I want to talk about here. The differences in
student output did not occur because one system is better than
the other, nor because of the different nature of my involvement
within the classes. After much reflection, I’ve come to believe

that the difference was because adequate speaking
opportunities were less common in classes focusing mostly on
grammar.

On the subject of classroom dynamics, the big difference
from the ALT class and the weekly conversation class was the
amount of time students spent speaking. ALT classes can be fun
and culturally enriching, but in the school district I taught at,
meeting students once or twice a month was not enough to
increase speaking opportunities and foster confidence. The
weekly conversation classes I taught as a primary language
teacher, however, provided ample opportunities to speak, and
most importantly, to make mistakes. | wouldn’t say my lessons
were any better than in the other system. No, the primary
difference was that students were required to speak, and could
not just hide away at the back of the class! Making mistakes
while trying to produce the language is an important part of
learning, and perhaps the best way to contextualize difficult
elements of the target language. However, often what I found
as an ALT, was a student tendency toward reticence and
perfectionism. If there is one word of advice that I would wish

to give, and which I hope future language teachers would pass
on, is that mistakes are perfectly fine, normal, and nurturing to
the learning experience. In addition, I would encourage
supplementing your normal lessons with many speaking
activities, regardless if the ALT is there.

Of course, as future junior high and high school teachers,
there are responsibilities to get through the textbook, cover
required grammar, and prepare students for future entrance
exams. However, this, in my opinion, is not enough if we are to
encourage confident speakers (mistakes and all). Though
grammar may have stricter rules, spoken language is creative
and ever changing. There is so much more to communication
than just grammar, but also body language, confidence, and our
best usage of our target language. There comes a point where
the textbook is a hindrance to real experience.

English is always evolving and never static. What is correct
English now, might not have been before, and may not be so in
the future. I believe it is important to understand the creative
process of languages: not as static, but as fluid. Not to be
mastered, but to be experimented with. In closing, I would like
to offer a thought experiment to all our future teachers: what
cultural significance might it make if we approached our
classrooms not as institutions imparting knowledge, but as
language laboratories encouraging meaningful experimentation
and exploration?
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