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Abstract

Background: This study investigates how the criterion-referenced (CR) approach has
impacted relationships between goals, classroom practices, and student achievement
in English education in Japan from 1994 to the present, a period covering three
government-mandated administrations of a national curriculum (Course of Study).
No study has investigated such relationships longitudinally as evidence of
accountability of these curriculum policies, and this is a first step.

Methods: Study 1 compares their alignment from two periods (1994–2002 and
2003–2013) based on the legally-binding goals set by the Government, nation-wide
CR tests based on these goals, and English teachers’ answers to a questionnaire
investigating their classroom practices. Study 2 explores how current goals relate to
the results of a new set of CR tests and a new survey of classroom practices. The
study contributes to the field in two significant ways.

Results: Using Roger’s (Rogers, 2003) Diffusion of Innovation Theory made it possible
to analyze the implementing processes for new educational policies as multi-faceted
and susceptible to influences from stakeholders’ societal value systems.

Conclusions: Results of tests and surveys collected from large samples truly reflect
the targeted populations and provide empirical evidence supporting the widely-
recognized narrative that high-stakes university entrance examinations strongly affect
Japanese EFL education.
Background
This study investigates how relationships between goals, classroom practices, and stu-

dent achievement in English as a foreign language (EFL) education have changed in

Japan from 1994 to the present, covering three administrations of government-

mandated curriculum policies since the introduction of criterion-referenced (CR)

assessment.1 These three administrations represent the most recent attempts by the

Japanese government to better adjust EFL education to accelerating globalization, with

learning outcomes (both positive and negative) expected to provide useful information

for improving similar educational systems, especially in Asian contexts. In this study, I

focus on the three variables of goals, classroom practices, and student achievement be-

cause these are “key aspects of curriculum policy” (Cumming, 2001, p. 213), especially

when the policy utilizes CR assessment as its tool for evaluating learning success. In
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other words, the alignment of the three key aspects provides important evidence for

the “accountability” (Cumming, 2009, p. 90) of the educational policy in question.

Such alignment has been investigated in various contexts, including that of the imple-

mentation of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR;

e.g., Alderson, 2005), which transcends second language education across European

countries, as well as the implementation of the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act in the

US (e.g., Harper, Platt, Naranjo, & Boynton, 2007). Although the introduction of CR

measurement in educational policies has a long history (e.g., Bachman, 1990), few stud-

ies have investigated how these policies have impacted classroom practices, especially

on a longitudinal basis. Turning to recent EFL educational policies in Japan, although a

number of studies have focused on specific aspects of these policies (e.g., communica-

tive language teaching: Tahira, 2012; EFL education in the elementary school: Butler,

2015), no study (to my knowledge) has addressed the issue of the nationwide impact of

CR types of governmental goals for teaching and learning in EFL classrooms using data

from rigorously selected samples, not to mention the longitudinal consequences of

such policies. This study therefore covers new ground.

Methodologically, the study is unique in its use of Roger’s (2003) Diffusion of

Innovation Theory. I selected this framework because the three targeted administrations

of curriculum policies stood out through “the introduction of the government’s new edu-

cational policies” (Sasaki, 2008, p. 73) in the 160-year history of Japanese EFL education.

Roger’s theory is especially appropriate because it has proved successful in providing tools

for revealing how, why, and how fast an innovation achieves (or fails to achieve) its

intended goals, including in the fields of education (e.g., Lee, Hsieh, & Hsu, 2011) and

educational policy (e.g., Dingfelder & Mandell, 2011). Furthermore, the theory’s under-

lying assumption that innovation is accepted through communication over time as a re-

sult of stakeholders’ values and beliefs is also relevant when I examine the alignment of

the three targeted variables, which inevitably involve different types of stakeholders. Yet,

despite its potential, few studies have adopted this theory to explain longitudinal changes

in one country’s language policies. Finally, in terms of the targeted population, I focus on

EFL education for Grade 12 (18 years old) because over 95% of Japanese students proceed

to senior high school (Grades 10–12) after the compulsory Grades 1–9, and most receive

English education from Grade 5 (since 2012) or Grade 7 (between 1945 and 2011).

Furthermore, because only about 50% proceed to tertiary education, Grade 12 English

proficiency is seen as the end-product of Japanese formal English education.

This study consists of two parts: Study 1 targets the two periods (1994–1998 and

1999–2012) covered by two Courses of Studies (CoS), or sets of legally-binding curricu-

lum guidelines, while Study 2 targets 2013 to the present. Comparing these three pe-

riods nationwide is valid because Japan has had a centrally controlled educational

system since CoSs became legally binding in 1958 (Imura, 2003).

Study 1
In Study 1, I asked the following questions for each targeted period:

(1) How well did goals, classroom practices (i.e., teachers’ activities and students’

understanding of the class content), and student achievement align for EFL

education Grade 12 in Japan?
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(2) If the three key aspects (goals, classroom practices, student achievement) aligned,

what might be possible reasons for this match?

(3) If the three key aspects did not align, what might be possible reasons for this

mismatch?

(4) Does Roger’s (2003) Diffusion of Innovation Theory help us better understand the

reasons discussed in (2) and (3)?

(5) How do answers to Research Questions 1–4 for 1994–2002 compare with those

for 2003–2012?
Methods
Data

To answer Questions 1–3, I chose the data described in A below as the most appropri-

ate evidence for goals, those in B for student achievement, and those in C for classroom

practices. Justification for their selection for this study is discussed in their respective

sections.

A Goals: English I – 1994–2002 and 2003–2012 Courses of Studies

As explained earlier, a CoS is a set of curriculum guidelines promulgated by the Japanese

Government (through the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology

–MEXT). Although a CoS is created for each level from kindergarten (age 3–6), elementary

school (Grades 1–6), junior high school (Grades 7–9), and senior high school (Grades 10–

12), those promulgated in the same year (thus forming a set of CoSs even though some

may become effective one or two years apart) were created under the same set of govern-

mental goals and policies. Since first promulgated in 1947, CoSs have been revised seven

times at approximately ten-year intervals to accommodate sociocultural changes.

B 2002 and 2005 Senior High School Test of English Proficiency and Student Surveys

In November 2002 and 2005, the National Institute for Educational Policy Research

(NIER) administered CR tests and surveys to Grade 12 students and their teachers to

ascertain how far the basic goals set by the CoS for those periods (1994–2002 for the

2002 test and 2003–2012 for the 2005 test) had been achieved in seven subjects (e.g.,

Japanese, mathematics, physics) in 2002 and ten subjects (e.g., geometry, history, and

civics in addition to the seven subjects tested in 2002) by Grade 12 students who had

studied under each CoS for the full three years of senior high school. The 2002 and

2005 test items were written and verified to measure the main points aimed at in the

CoS by committees of experts in each subject (NIER, 2004, 2007).2 These tests there-

fore represented the first attempts to ascertain the accountability of Japan’s EFL educa-

tional policy from a CR perspective. Furthermore, the results represent the proficiency

of Grade 12 students in 2002 since 8% of them (105,000) and 13% (150,537) of 2005

Grade 12 test takers were randomly selected from all public and private senior high

schools throughout Japan. For English, the selected subject was English I, which all test

takers (n = 31,189 for 2002 and n = 29,880 for 2005) took by the time they reached

Grade 12. No other test of a similar kind was conducted on such a scale.
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C 2002 and 2005 Senior High School Teacher Surveys

When the two tests described above were administered, all teachers of participating stu-

dents (English subtest: n = 891 for 2002; n = 887 for 2005) responded to questionnaire

items, some of which asked to what extent they had conducted the activities specified for

English I in the CoS for the period. No other survey was conducted on such a scale.
Results
Goals for English I: 1994–2002 and 2003–2012

The two targeted CoSs shared three general characteristics that differed from previous

ones: redefinition of academic ability, introduction of CR measurement, and further ad-

vancement of a liberal, flexible, and comfortable school life (the yutori orientation). First,

academic abilities to be achieved by Grade 12 were redefined as “motivation and attitude

toward learning and the ability to solve problems as an autonomous individual responding

to societal changes” (Kariya, 2002, p. 56, author’s translation). This was a drastic change

from the earlier CoSs, which tended to see academic abilities in terms of knowledge and

skills (Abiko, 1996). For English, the term “communication” was introduced as part of “at-

titude” for the 1994–2002 CoS and added to the abilities to be developed under the

2003–2012 CoS. The second innovation of the two CoSs was related to the first. For the

first time in its history, the 1994–2001 CoS required teachers to use CR measurement in

classrooms to further promote the cultivation of the above-mentioned newly defined aca-

demic abilities (Sasaki, 2008). These changes reflected a response to nationwide criticism

of the excessive emphasis on knowledge cramming, which was widely blamed for

education-related problems such as dropping out (Mizuhara, 2010). This orientation

dated back to the 1982–1993 CoS, under which class hours were cut, but the cuts that

took place under the 2003–2012 CoS were even more drastic, reducing curriculum con-

tent throughout elementary and secondary education by 30%. This was intended to create

more room in which to cultivate the “liberal, flexible, and comfortable school life” aimed

for by the CoS by making the content to be learned easier.

Table 1 indicates that English I, the only English subject required for high school

graduation in the 1994–2002 and 2003–2012 CoSs, shared similar objectives and sug-

gested classroom activities. The only differences were that the 2003–2012 objectives

and suggested activities were more specific and more oriented toward skills integration

than in 1994–2002. Below I focus on the linguistic aspects of this objective because

data related to students’ attitude are unavailable for classroom activities or outcomes.
Teaching practices: English I

Table 1 shows the percentage of English teachers who responded to the 2002 and 2005

surveys and reported having conducted the communicative activities suggested by the

relevant CoS. Although the questions in the 2002 survey were less specific than those

in the 2005 survey, they asked whether participating teachers conducted the four-skills

activities listed in the 1994–2002 CoS. As Table 1 shows, percentages for all these activ-

ities are high (92.9–100%) compared to the corresponding ones for 2003–2012. The

relatively low percentages (16.7 to 51.2%) of teachers who conducted the suggested ac-

tivities for 2003–2012 may be due to the more specific wording of the four questions,



Table 1 Objectives, Suggested Communicative Activities, and Actual Classroom Practices for the
1994–2002 and 2003–2012 Courses of Study*

Course
of
Study

General objectives Suggested
communicative activities

% of teachers who (often
or sometimes) conducted
the suggested activities
(2002 Survey: n = 836–
846;** 2005 Survey: n =
887)

% of students who
understood the
suggested
activities (2002
Survey: n = 25,355)

1994–
2002

To develop students’
basic abilities such as
understanding what they
hear and read, expressing
their own ideas, and
fostering a positive
attitude toward
communication through
English

A. Listening
1. Understanding what
they hear
2. Understanding the gist
of a coherent text
3. Summarizing their
ideas based on what
they hear

A-1: 96.0 for helping
students understand
what they hear

29.0

B. Reading
1. Reading silently or
aloud and understanding
the meaning of the text
2. Understanding the gist
of a coherent text
3. Reading a coherent
text as fast as possible
4. Reading aloud to
express the meaning of
the text more efficiently

B-1: 100.0 for helping
students understand
what they read

40.3

C. Speaking
1. Asking and answering
appropriately based on
what they hear in the
given situation and for
the given purpose
2. Speaking their ideas
about what they read
3. Speaking the gist of
what they understand

C in general: 92.9 for
helping students say
what they want to say

20.4

D. Writing
1. Writing what they hear
2. Writing the gist of
what they hear
3. Writing the gist of
what they read
4. Writing the gist of
what they want to
express

D-4: 94.1 for helping
students write what they
want to express

22.3

2003–
2012

To develop students’
basic communicative
abilities such as
understanding what they
hear and read, speaking
and writing the
information gained along
with their own ideas, and
fostering a positive
attitude toward
communication through
English

A. Listening for
understanding the given
information and the
speaker’s intention or
grasping the main points

38.2 Not Surveyed (N/S)

B. Reading for
understanding the given
information and the
speaker’s intention or
grasping the main points

51.2 N/S
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Table 1 Objectives, Suggested Communicative Activities, and Actual Classroom Practices for the
1994–2002 and 2003–2012 Courses of Study* (Continued)

Course
of
Study

General objectives Suggested
communicative activities

% of teachers who (often
or sometimes) conducted
the suggested activities
(2002 Survey: n = 836–
846;** 2005 Survey: n =
887)

% of students who
understood the
suggested
activities (2002
Survey: n = 25,355)

C. Discussing and
exchanging their ideas or
the information gained
through listening and
reading

16.7 N/S

D. Writing by sorting
their ideas or the
information gained
through listening and
reading

18.8 N/S

* All statements cited in this paper were translated by the author
** Numbers vary depending on the number of teachers who responded to some or all of the items
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which closely reflected the activities emphasizing the four-skills integration recom-

mended by that CoS. Although many of the 2002 teachers had their students listen,

read, speak, and write in their classrooms, they may not have conducted such integra-

tive activities as often. Interestingly, the ranking based on the percentage of students

who understood the content of these activities, which are only available for the 2002

survey, were similar to those for 2003–2012.

Outcomes of classroom activities represented in test results

Table 2 presents brief specifications, percentages of those who answered each item cor-

rectly, and expected accuracy rates (i.e., if the teacher spent the standard amount of time

covering activities suggested by the current CoS for cultivating the skill and knowledge

measured by the item; NIER, 2004, 2007)3 for the 26 items for English I in the 2002 and

2004 senior high school tests. Both the 2002 and 2005 tests contained 10 items measuring

listening skills, 9 measured reading skills, and 7 measured writing skills. The listening and

reading items were in multiple choice format, and the writing items were descriptive

(requiring test takers to write out answers). However, how the answers were rated is not

revealed. There was no speaking item. Lastly, the difficulty level of the 2002 and 2005 tests

can be compared because they shared 21 of the 52 items.

The information revealed in NIER documentation (2004; 2007) in addition to that

presented in Table 2 can be summarized as follows:

(1) In both tests, the reading section had the highest accuracy rate, the listening

section the second highest, and the writing section the lowest.

(2) In both tests, the reading section had the highest number of items whose accuracy

rates were higher than expected rates (14/18 for 2002 and 12/18 for 2005), the

listening section the second highest (8/20 for both tests), and the writing section

the lowest (6/14 for 2002 and 4/14 for 2005).

(3) Students were especially weak at responding to Item 20, which required them to

write a coherent text consisting of more than three sentences. Only about 20% of

test takers could write such a text (compared to the other writing items, whose

mean scores were about 50%).



Table 2 Specifications, accuracy rates, and other information regarding the English items in the
2002 and 2005 senior high school tests*

2002 Test: 1994–2002 Course
of Study
(n = 31,189)

2005 Test: 2003–2012 Course
of Study
(n = 29,880)

Item
no.

Main skill
to be
measured

Ability to be tested Item
Type

Mean % of those
who answered
the item
correctly

Expected
mean
accuracy
rate

Mean % of those
who answered
the item
correctly

Expected
mean
accuracy
rate

1–3 Listening Ability to respond
when spoken to

MC** 64.4 67.5 61.9 65.8

4–6 Ability to comprehend
the details of a spoken
text

MC 58.6 65 58.6 66.7

7–10 Ability to
comprehend the
main points of a
spoken text

MC 62.1 62.3 65.2 63.2

11–12 Reading Ability to
comprehend the
details of a written
text

MC 64.9 62.5 66.5 63.7

13–15 Ability to
comprehend the
main points of a
written text

MC 69.5 60.0 66.9 61.7

16–17 Ability to understand
the logical
development of a
written text

MC 55.9 57.5 65.5 60

18–19 Ability to understand
the writer’s intention

MC 70.9 62.5 60.6 65.0

20 Writing Ability to write a
coherent text of
more than three
sentences

Open-
ended

22.8 45.0 23.4 45

21–23 Ability to fill in
blanks with
appropriate words or
phrases

Open-
ended

52.9 55.0 47.8 55.0

24–26 Ability to write a
sentence using
scrambled words

Open-
ended

51.4 55.8 50.2 60.8

* Means were calculated based on data presented in NIER (2004, 2007), with number of students taken into consideration
** MC: Multiple choice
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(4) Among the 21 overlapping items in the 2002 and 2005 tests, four, all of them

listening items, showed significantly higher accuracy in 2005 (NIER, 2007).

Discussion of study 1
The results of Study 1, which investigated the alignment of goals, classroom practices,

and student achievement in the two administrations of EFL education policy in Japan

(1994–2002 and 2003–2012) reveal the following:

A Although the CoSs valued the four skills equally, alignment between the three focal

aspects was satisfactory only for reading abilities;

B Alignment was better for reading and listening abilities than for writing and

speaking abilities and improved significantly only for listening abilities;
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C Alignment for writing and speaking abilities was well below expectations;

D Overall student achievement did not deteriorate in 2003–2012 even though the

content for English was cut by 30%.

To answer Research Questions 1 to 3, I now discuss these results based on the five

perceived characteristics of innovations, which Rogers (2003) argues are most likely to

influence “different rates of adoptions” (p. 15) through innovation diffusion.

Relative advantage: Whether the innovation is perceived as better than its
predecessor in terms of “economic terms, social prestige, convenience, and
psychological satisfaction” (Rogers, 2003, p. 15)
We saw that the teachers in the two CoS administrations conducted writing and speak-

ing activities much less often than reading and listening activities. Although students

could study writing and speaking in English outside of the classroom (Cumming,

2009), they did not seem to have done so judging from the results of the 2004 Student

Survey (Table 1) and the 2004 and 2007 Tests (Table 2). As many studies (e.g., Butler,

2015; Hu & McKay, 2012) have pointed out, this can be explained by the lack of imme-

diate need for the students to use English outside of the classroom in a country such as

Japan, where English is not used for general communicative purposes. O’Ki (2015) re-

ported that in his needs analysis of 580 Grades 10–12 Japanese students, the three most

popular reasons for studying English were: (1) high school graduation (44.8%); (2) uni-

versity entrance exams (43.3%); and (3) Japan’s internationalization (35.7%). These re-

sults are especially important in analyzing those of this study because 56.6% of the 580

participants answered that they would not need English for university entrance exams.

This suggests that many Japanese students study English mainly to obtain a high school

diploma but not with university entrance exams in mind. This is in sharp contrast with

East Asian countries such as China or South Korea, where many parents spent extrava-

gant sums on cultivating their children’s communicative (mainly oral) abilities outside

of formal education (Butler, 2015; Hu & McKay, 2012). Perhaps Japanese people believe

that advanced learning of a foreign language may lead to a loss of identity as Japanese

(Butler & Iino, 2005), which is closely related to the next characteristic of innovation,

namely compatibility with societal values.

Compatibility: Is the innovation perceived as being consistent with existing
values, past experiences, and needs?
Two findings of this study can be explained by compatibility between the 1994–2002

and 2003–2012 CoSs. First, the finding that goals, teaching practices, and student

achievement aligned best with reading abilities throughout the two administrations was

consistent with the fact that grammar-translation, which is exclusively based on read-

ing, has been long cherished in Japan (Sasaki, 2008). After English became a virtually

compulsory subject for Grades 7–9 in 1947, the method remained widely used in

English classrooms in Japan while the more current 2003–2012 CoS was being imple-

mented (Tahira, 2012). Teachers probably used the method based on reading activities

because they were familiar with it.

A second finding that can be explained by compatibility was that the students’

achievement did not significantly deteriorate (Table 1) even after content was cut by
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30% in 2003–2012. This may be because this policy had been severely criticized by al-

most all stakeholders (i.e., teachers, parents, and students; Imura, 2003), and MEXT

consequently revised the 2003–2012 CoS as early as 2003, steering it once again in a

more meritocratic direction (Butler & Iino, 2005). Because many of these changes were

revivals of the 1994–2002 CoS, it may have been easier for teachers to readopt them.

Yet the question remains as to why this substantial improvement was concentrated in

listening abilities and not in other skills.

Complexity: Is the innovation difficult to understand or use?
As mentioned above, two of the most innovative aspects of the 1994–2002 and 2003–

2012 CoSs were their promotion of communicative language teaching and the intro-

duction of CR tests. As regards the former, Tahira (2012) reported that it was neither

understood nor implemented in EFL classrooms over the previous 20 years mainly due

to the nature of “communicative approaches,” which allowed for “many interpretations”

(Brown, 2007, p. 45). The additional requirement of the 2003–2012 CoS that the four

skills be taught in an integrated manner seems to have further added to teachers’ confu-

sion judging from drastic falls in the percentage of self-reported teaching practices that

satisfied the requirement in 1994–2002 relative to 2003–2012 (Table 1). Yet the fact

that the teachers were accustomed to devising reading activities (the compatibility fac-

tor) must have helped them implement their integrated reading and listening activities

more than other skill activities (51.2% and 38.2%, respectively), as indicated in Table 1.

The other innovative aspect, namely the use of CR tests, is also known to have caused

confusion and even shock when first introduced because the teachers were accustomed

to traditional norm-referenced measurement (Sasaki, 2008).

Trialability: Can the innovation be tried on a limited basis (i.e., part by part)?
We saw that alignment between the three targeted aspects of EFL curriculum policy in

Japan was fairly successful for reading abilities for both 1994–2002 and 2003–2012 and

for listening abilities for 2003–2012. This partial success can be attributed to the fact

that the activities suggested by both CoSs were set up according to each of the four

skills (i.e., part by part).

Observability: Are the results of the innovation visible to others?
One of the most observable results in English education is student achievement. In a

country such as Japan, which values meritocracy highly (Butler, 2015; Kariya, 2002),

university entrance exam results are critical. This tendency accelerated after 1979, when

the government created a common exam all applicants to public universities had to

take 2.5 months before high school graduation. As the numbers of universities that

used the results of this exam (now called the “Center Exam”) for admission increased

(i.e., all public university and 86% of private universities in 2016), its results are

regarded as highly reliable for ranking participating universities (n = 777, 89% of all uni-

versities in 2016; MEXT, 2016), and become a recurrent topic in the mass media. Con-

sequently, the number of graduates who went to more highly-ranked universities is

considered key evidence of accountability and educational quality for all stakeholders

involved in each high school. Although some universities require yet another test

(mostly one or two months later than the Center Exam), many (e.g., Hirai, Fujita, &
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Oki, 2013; Taniguchi, Nishigaki, Murakoshi, & Watanabe, 2014) argue that the Center

Exam is the most influential university entrance exam in present-day Japan.

Given such highly valued social observability, we can confidently argue that the ex-

clusive improvement in listening scores in the 2005 Senior High School Test was

mainly due to the introduction of the listening section of the English subtest for the

first time in its history. Before 2005, the Center English subtests measured applicants’

knowledge in written form only. Sasaki’s (2016) detailed analysis of the 2006 Center

Exam revealed that “18% of the 50 main English test items appear to measure

speaking-related ability (but indirectly through written texts), while 32% measure

grammatical knowledge, and the rest (50%) measure reading-related ability” (p. 102). In

contrast, in the newly introduced listening test, the “items mainly measured the partici-

pants’ ability to listen to English.” If participants in the 2005 Senior High School test

hoped to enter university after graduating in March 2006, most had to take the Center

Exam’s English test in January 2006. Although the listening section was optional, 99%

of test takers (n = 492,555) did so.

Because the University Entrance Exam Center, Japan (2013) announced the introduc-

tion of a listening section in the 2006 Center Exam as early as March 2000, applicants

for the 2006 exam had plenty of time to prepare for that subtest, which probably raised

the 2005 Senior High School Test takers’ listening abilities significantly relative to their

other English skills. This speculation is supported by the fact that additional exams

some of the students had to take for admission to their preferred university also rarely

measured their ability to write or speak (e.g., Nakano, 2009). We can therefore claim

with some confidence that the content of university entrance exams mirrors the results

of the 2005 Survey and the 2005 High School Test (Tables 1 and 2, respectively). No

other sociocultural or academically-related event surrounding these students during

2002–2005 explain the significant improvement in student scores in the 2005 High

School Test (Negishi, Matsuzawa, Sato, Toyota, & Nakano, 2010).

Study 2
The most recent CoS for senior high schools became effective in 2013. However, na-

tionwide tests such as the 2005 Senior High School Test, which ascertained how closely

this CoS was being implemented, were not available at the time of writing (March,

2017). The purpose of Study 2 is therefore to present the most recent – albeit incom-

plete – state of current EFL educational policy by investigating alignment between

goals, classroom practices, and student proficiency using evidence available at the time

of writing. Study 2 thus employed current goals as data along with classroom practices

and their outcomes as reported in one large nationwide CR test (the 2014 Test; see

below for details) and a Survey of the 2014 test takers’ teachers (the 2014 Survey; see

below) conducted from July to September 2014 “for the purpose of improving EFL edu-

cation in Japan” (MEXT, 2015). However, unlike those reported in Study 1, the class-

room practices and their outcomes examined in Study 2 should not align with the 2013

CoS because the 2014 Test and Survey were answered by Grade 12 students and their

teachers in public schools only, all of whom were influenced by the previous 2003–

2013 CoS since it became effective only for those who entered senior high school in

2013). Nonetheless, since the 2013 CoS was promulgated in 2009 and many other influ-

ential political steps related to EFL education were publicized and implemented by
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2014 (see below), we may see the influence of such sociopolitical expectations on the

outcomes of EFL classroom practices and their outcomes in 2014. I therefore present

them as evidence of possible influence of the most recent goals set by the 2013 CoS.

A. Goals: English I – 2013 CoS

The 2013 CoS aims to achieve three overall goals: 1) To respond to public criti-

cism that the reduction in curricular content in the past two CoSs led to a deteri-

oration in the academic competence of Japanese students as exemplified by the

results of global measures such as PISA (Mizuhara, 2010). In response, curricular

content and class hours were restored to their 1973–1982 level. The second major

goal is to further expand the academic ability redefined in the last two CoSs as

“motivation and attitude toward learning and the ability to solve problems as an

autonomous individual responding to societal changes,” as first suggested by the

OECD in 2003. The final major goal is related to the second in that it emphasizes

the cultivation of communicative abilities, especially foreign languages (mostly Eng-

lish). To achieve this goal, a total of 70 class hours called “Foreign Language Ac-

tivities” (which are not graded) were introduced in Grades 5 and 6 for the first

time in EFL education history in public schools in Japan. Curiously, however, the

suggested classroom activities designed to achieve that objective are similar to

those suggested in the 2003–2012 CoS (see the next section).

B. Teaching practices for achieving the goals set for English communication I

Fortunately, the 2014 Survey of teachers (n = 2,493 from 477 public senior high schools

randomly selected throughout Japan) asked questions about their classroom activities

that were similar to those asked in the 2005 Survey because they generally share simi-

larly integrated activities for the 1994–2002 and 2013–2013 CoSs presented in Study 1.

Table 3 presents the percentage of teachers who conducted such activities.

Although the ranking of the four skills in responses to the 2014 Survey is exactly the

same as in 2005 (with reading showing the highest percentage and speaking the lowest),

Table 3 shows that the percentages of teachers who started conducting activities as sug-

gested by the 2003–2012 CoS increased for all four skills. Most noticeable is the
Table 3 Suggested Communicative Activities and Classroom Practices for the 2003–2012 and
2013–Present Courses of Study

Suggested Communicative Activities % of teachers who (often or
sometimes) conducted the
suggested activities (n = 887):
2005 Survey

% of teachers who (often or
sometimes) conducted the
suggested activities (n = 2,493):
2014 Survey

A. Listening for understanding the
given information and the speaker’s
intention or grasping the main points

38.2 65.1

B. Reading for understanding the
given information and the speaker’s
intention or grasping the main points

51.2 89.2

C. Discussing and exchanging one’s
ideas or the information gained
through listening and reading

16.7 33.0

D. Writing by sorting one’s ideas or
the information gained through
listening and reading

18.8 39.7
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doubling in the percentages for speaking and writing activities. The changes indicated

in Table 3 suggest that teaching practices can be gradually geared toward closer align-

ment with goals under certain conditions.

C. Students’ achievement as represented by test results

A total of 68,054 Grade 12 students took the reading and listening subtests, 69,052

took the writing subtests, and 16,583 also took the speaking subtest of the nationwide

2014 Test. The reading subtest consisted of 43 multiple-choice items (45 min), the lis-

tening part of 36 multiple-choice items (23 min), the writing part of two items, one of

which required summarizing abilities and the other required the ability to write a con-

vincing opinion composition (27 min), and the speaking part of three items, one of

which required reading a text aloud, another the ability to answer questions, and the

third the ability to logically explain one’s opinions (10 min). Test takers are ranked as

A1 (Beginner), A2 (Elementary), B1 (Intermediate), and B2 (Upper Intermediate) fol-

lowing CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) levels.

Compared with the results of the 2014 Teacher Survey, the results of the 2014 test

were disappointing as the students’ reading and listening abilities clustered around

upper A1 (Lower basic) to lower A2 (Upper basic), their speaking abilities at lower A1,

and their writing abilities at the lowest A1 level (see also Council for Cultural Co-

operation Education Committee Modern Languages Division, 2001). Furthermore,

13.3% of test takers did not say anything for the speaking items, and 29.2% of them did

not write anything for the writing items.

Discussion of study 2
I discuss the results of Study 2 in terms of Roger’s (2003) five perceived characteristics

of innovations. The 2014 test takers’ relatively low scores for all four skills measured by

the 2014 Test may be due to the fact that they were measured against CEFR specifica-

tions, which included the ability to think, judge, and express oneself in addition to

purely linguistic proficiency (MEXT, 2015), which had not been required by the 2003–

2012 CoS. Although the current CoS emphasizes such abilities, as we saw in Study 1,

the diffusion of an innovative policy is slow when its content is complex. Because the

current CoS is based on a further redefinition of academic abilities, it might have made

it more difficult for the English teachers to understand its benefits (relative advantages)

and how they could put it into practice (complexity) than the 2003–2012 version,

which had already proved difficult to understand (Tahira, 2012).

That said, the results of the writing part of the 2014 Test still resonate with the re-

sults of the 2005 Senior High School Test, in which the writing score for Item 20 re-

quiring Grade 12 test takers to write a coherent text longer than three sentences, was

much lower than those for the other descriptive writing items, not to mention the lis-

tening and reading items. Furthermore, based on the 2014 Test results, we can easily

imagine that Grade 12 students in 2015 and 2014 lacked the ability to speak a coherent

text as well. Because the latest 2017 Center Exam still does not measure any performa-

tive types of writing or speaking abilities, as speculated in Study 1, this lack of align-

ment between governmental goals and student proficiency can again be attributed

mainly to the ways in which the high-stakes university entrance exams are conducted

(compatibility and observability).
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The only solid evidence of alignment between goals and teaching practices in the current

CoS is the finding that more teachers conducted communicative writing and speaking activ-

ities for participants in the 2014 Test than in 2005. Although such efforts to improve par-

ticular aspects of the students’ English proficiency did not result in improvements in the

short term, they may be reflected in their achievement if measured later. Nevertheless, these

results are in stark contrast with the fact that the 2005 test takers’ listening scores were sig-

nificantly higher than their 2002 counterparts only three years later and despite the fact that

the content of the English curriculum was cut by 30% during those three years. Compared

to the slow improvement in writing and speaking in Japanese EFL education over the past

ten years, this further emphasizes the power of high-stakes tests when a strong meritocratic

social discourse embraces them (Shohamy, 2001).

In sum, the diffusion rates of the new EFL educational policies in Japan over the past

20 years seem to have been affected to some degree by all five perceived characteristics

of innovations, as predicted by Innovation Diffusion Theory (Rogers, 2003). Among the

five, however, Relative advantage and Observability related to what Butler (2015) called

the two “societal factors” (p. 305) characterizing Japan and other east Asian EFL coun-

tries were far more powerful than the other three, namely: (1) English is not used for

authentic communicative purposes outside classrooms (related to Relative Advantage);

and (2) success in high-stakes exams is believed to lead to social success and even hap-

piness (related to Overvability).

Conclusions
This study revealed how well the goals, classroom practices, and student achievement

aligned for EFL education in Japan over three administrative generations starting in 1994.

Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovation theory was useful in analyzing the acceptance rate

of each of the three administrations’ new policy along with the five perceived characteris-

tics of innovations (relative advantage, comparability, complexity, trialability, and observ-

ability) as its tools. In sum, all three targeted aspects of curriculum policies seem to have

been affected to some degree by all five characteristics of the newly introduced curriculum

guidelines even though relative advantages (English does not have high social advantages

for Japanese students) and observability (university entrance exams best motivate the stu-

dents to study English) were more powerful than the others.

Based on these findings, this section makes suggestions for EFL education in Japan as

well as for future studies. Even though the suggestions for improving EFL policies are

limited to the Japanese system, some may be useful in other contexts with similar back-

grounds. First, alignment between curriculum guidelines and teaching practices could

be greatly improved if new guidelines were to become more adaptable in terms of

Rogers’ (2003) five perceived characteristics of innovations. For example, a new goal

will be more easily accepted and implemented if its promoters provide the adopters

with convincing reasons (i.e., a clear relative advantage) for its adoption accompanied

by necessary training (involving less complexity). The fact that more teachers started

conducting communicative activities for all skills (especially speaking and writing) in

the 2014 Survey compared to 2005 (Table 3) may be a slow but steady consequence of

a series of ad hoc governmental policies such as the Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese

with English Abilities that started in 2003. This plan included sending at least 300

English teachers abroad each year as well as providing one-month in-service training
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for at least 2000 English teachers in 2002–2009 (see Butler & Iino, 2005 for details).

Given such public aid, faster adoption of curriculum guidelines is possible especially

because the guidelines can be characterized as highly trialable; that is, writing and

speaking abilities, which need much more improvement than the other skills, can be

emphasized in classrooms.

Second, I turn to the most influential aspect of Japan’s EFL educational policy,

namely its observability, as realized through high-stakes university entrance exams. In

fact, MEXT may well have concurred, because in December 2014, the Central Council

of Education (CCE, 2014), a subdivision of MEXT, suddenly announced the introduc-

tion of new university entrance exams starting in 2020. As regards English admission

tests for universities, MEXT also encourages universities to employ commercial tests

(e.g., TOEFLiBT) that measure all four skills in their own entrance exams (MEXT,

2013). If implemented, this should positively influence the students’ writing and speak-

ing skills. Of course, we should be aware of potential downsides to such a revolutionary

change. For example, commercial cram schools may respond most quickly and develop

strategies designed to achieve high scores on such items, thus widening the gap be-

tween those who can afford to attend such schools and those who cannot. The govern-

ment should therefore prepare for such an eventuality by financially supporting those

who cannot afford to attend such schools.

Finally, this study is limited in various ways, which need to be complemented by

future studies. I focus here on the targeted populations, theoretical framework, and

methodology. One of the limitations of the study is its exclusive focus on one

country’s educational policies. Unless we replicate this study using changes in other

countries’ EFL educational policies, we cannot be certain that the implications of

this study are applicable to other contexts. Although sociocultural and historical

differences (e.g., the degree of centralization of educational policies) should be

carefully considered, comparison such as that conducted by Butler (2015), who

compared EFL education for young learners across four East Asian countries is a

promising future direction. In addition, since the current CoS introduced “foreign

language activities” in Grades 5 and 6, the impact of such earlier exposure to for-

eign languages (mainly English) should also be investigated and compared with the

results of previous CoSs, such as those targeted in this study.

Another limitation of the study is its methodology since it only used as data the

results of publicly reported results of tests and questionnaires conducted by the

government. Although the data have their own merits, including generalizability

(e.g., the data come from randomly selected schools from among all public and

private high schools in Japan), such quantitative data should be supplemented by

emic qualitative data. For example, a study can utilize data probing how Grade 12

students feel about their EFL educational histories and how their teachers perceive

the newly introduced policies. Inclusion of the students’ English learning experi-

ences outside classrooms is also necessary if we are to understand their entire

learning experiences and their consequences. Finally, the impacts of new policies

should be investigated through ecologically valid theories. In this study, Rogers’s

(2003) Diffusion of Innovation theory was helpful in analyzing the impacts of the

three consecutive educational policies, and the theory should be adopted by more

studies of different populations across different situations. Alternatively, other
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useful theories such as Kaplan and Baldauf ’s (2005) “model for language-in-

education policy planning” employed in Butler (2015, p. 306), or a more recent

view of English as a lingua franca (e.g., Kirkpatrick, 2012) should be employed to

evaluate not only policy implementation but also the policies themselves as frame-

works for future studies.
Endnotes
1CR-type measurements gauge a person against standards or benchmarks, as opposed

to norm-referenced measurement, which gauges a person against any others who hap-

pen to take the same test on that occasion (Bachman, 1990).
2NIER (2004) is a composite of five official reports containing explanations and the

results of the 2002 Senior High School Test, and NIER (2007) combines six similar re-

ports. Regrettably, the data revealed in these two composites documents are not suffi-

cient (e.g., they did not include SD for the means) for the author to conduct any

statistical procedures.
3The term “accurate” is defined as the answer being exactly as expected or judged to

be correct when considering what the item is intended to measure in light of the goals

and content of the 2003–2012 CoS (NIER, 2007).
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