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Introduction

Since the 1980’s, the Japanese government has been making
efforts to shift Japan towards a more globalized society by
increasing internationalization through invitations to foreign
workers and students (Yonezawa, 2014). The Global Jinzai (Global
Human Resources) initiative is part of a corresponding effort to
domestically prepare Japanese company employees and students
with the English language skills needed to meet the challenges of
working or studying competitively on the global stage (Brown,
2014; Yonezawa, 2014). In preparation for the 2020 Tokyo Olym-
pics, the Abe government recently announced more aggressive
measures targeting English education in order to meet the
demands of other globalization efforts (MEXT, 2015). The plan
was initiated at the beginning of the 2014 fiscal year and
included the introduction of regular English classes into the ele-
mentary school curriculum (previously English classes started in
junior high school) (MEXT, 2015), since it is well known that ear-
lier foreign language instruction can lead to an increase in lan-
guage proficiency and retention (Johnson & Newport, 1989;
Flege, Yeni-Komishian & Liu, 1999; Kormos & Csizér, 2008; Col-
lier, 1987; Singleton, 1995). Furthermore, there is increased fund-
ing for English language education reform such as developing
higher quality textbooks and educational materials, and more
effective teacher training to improve instructors’ skills and
enable them to teach fully English-immersive classes (MEXT,
2015). It is anticipated that these efforts will improve Japanese
students’ English fluency more effectively than previously estab-
lished measures.
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While Japanese university students have had a minimum of
six years of compulsory English classes at elementary and high
school in Japan (Osterman, 2014), many students are limited par-
ticularly in their spoken English abilities. The predominant
method of teaching English in Japanese high schools places a
high priority on grammar (Hino, 1988; Nishino, 2008) and on
exam skills in preparation for the English component of univer-
sity entrance exams (Nakata, 2011), since it is widely believed
that entrance to a prestigious university secures a student’s
future career opportunities (Sugimura and Shimizu, 2012). Uni-
versity entrance exams do not, as a rule, include a speaking por-
tion, and as a result even high school English classes devote rela-
tively little time to speaking practice or free discussion. In order
to be able to engage with the increasingly connected global com-
munity envisaged by internationalization initiatives, university
students must have a solid grasp of spoken English and be com-
fortable using it in informal, and academic or research contexts.
Some of these skills can be taught in the classroom, and consis-
tent and repeated interaction with fluent English speakers can
help in building a sense of comfort in social academic situations.
However, one of the major challenges that Japanese students
face when enrolled in fully English-immersive courses is diffi-
culty with real-time communication (Wilkinson, 2015), and
therefore, students often show reserved behaviour in the foreign
language classroom.

Reticence on the part of Asian students in second language
classes has often been noted (for example, see Littlewood, 1999;
Hadley, 1997; Cheng, 2000), and this tendency is particularly
exhibited in Japanese students — communication anxiety among
Japanese students in foreign language classes has been well doc-
umented (Williams & Andrade, 2008; Tajima, 2002; Yamashiro &
McLaughlin, 2001). Horowitz, Horowitz & Cope (1986) proposed
that student anxiety, particularly in foreign language classes, can
be classified into three main categories: communication appre-
hension, fear of negative judgment, and test anxiety (p.127).
Communication apprehension has been defined as an uneasi-
ness when faced with either real or expected communication
with another person (Horowitz, Horowitz & Cope, 1986). A fear
of negative judgment may be defined as apprehension about
how one’s actions in general are perceived by others in a social
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setting. According to Markus & Kitayama (1991), this kind of
apprehension is more prevalent in Japanese society. In foreign
language classes, students may perceive each class to be an eval-
uation of their language abilities, and as such frequently feel ner-
vous and stressed (Cutrone, 2009). Students who are apprehen-
sive in foreign language classes may minimize their engagement
with others, or withdraw from class activities, both of which pre-
vent them from acquiring competence of the language (Horow-
itz, Horowitz & Cope, 1986). To help students relieve their for-
eign language anxieties by building up their confidence in
spoken English, a dynamic, yet flexible speaking course
designed to accommodate reticent students is desirable.

The University of Tokyo Department of English Language,
through the Centre for Global Communication Strategies, has
recently developed a compulsory spoken English course for first
year undergraduate students in an effort to partially address
these issues. The FLuency Oriented Workshop (FLOW) course is
a single-term (seven-week) course designed to help students
improve their spoken English fluency, particularly in an aca-
demic setting. Prior to the FLOW course, the only compulsory
immersive English class was an academic writing class — ALESS
in the case of science students (Active Learning of English for
Science Students) and ALESA for humanities and social science
students (Active Learning of English for Students of the Arts).
While ALESS and ALESA have been successful at teaching stu-
dents how to write academic papers, they have not been as suc-
cessful in encouraging students to speak English more effort-
lessly. Thus FLOW was introduced as a supplement to these
writing courses.

As writing courses, ALESS and ALESA do not have a signif-
icant speaking objective. However, as the names of the courses
imply, students are expected to participate actively in class. Gen-
erally, in terms of a typical writing class the classroom atmo-
sphere is relatively reserved during verbal tasks in English and
follows the documented trend that Japanese students tend to be
reticent learners in foreign language classes. When planning the
FLOW course, the assumption was that similar or higher levels
of anxiety could be expected on the part of students, since by its
nature speaking is a more socially engaged activity, requiring
faster responses and a degree of spontaneity. Difficulties with
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encouraging students to speak English in class were predicted
and prepared for. However, these predictions turned out to be
unfounded. FLOW students, especially those who would typi-
cally be reticent in their ALESS or ALESA classes, are far more
willing to actively participate in speaking activities. This sug-
gests that the level of active verbal participation in English
classes may be more dependent on the nature of the class itself
than has been previously recognized.

In this paper, I use a qualitative study to compare classroom
cultures in respect of active speaking practices in a number of
speaking (FLOW) and academic writing (ALESS) classes I have
instructed at the University of Tokyo. Students enrolled in
ALESS do not take FLOW in the same semester, and vice versa,
and therefore the primary common feature between the two
courses in this study is that the students belong to the same
cohort, and can provide a comparison of social culture within the
classroom. I argue that the learning activities in FLOW counter
the kind of reticent student behaviour that is often observed in
many foreign language classes at the university level, such as
ALESS. This paper is based on qualitative impressions of the
classroom and participant observation, and findings may not be
applicable to all foreign language classrooms. However, the
investigation is aimed at provoking questions about classroom
management and activities to encourage greater student verbal
communication in class. Firstly, common reasons for Japanese
students’ reticence and how they influence classroom activeness
will be addressed. Second, the techniques and activities used in
FLOW to encourage spoken English and how these methods
impact active speaking in class will be introduced. The observa-
tions in a typical ALESS class with respect to the speaking com-
ponent will be discussed, followed by comparisons of common
speaking activities in both FLOW and ALESS classes. Finally,
some strategies for adapting the speaking activities used in
FLOW to ALESS to encourage more active verbal participation
in class will be proposed. Ultimately, I want to suggest that if
provided with optimal opportunities, Japanese science students
are capable of rising to the challenge of communicating verbally
in English.
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Common Reasons Given for Japanese Students’ Reti-
cence and Classroom Culture: An Overview of the Lit-
erature

The relative reticence of Japanese students to actively participate
in foreign language classes has been much discussed. Research-
ers have suggested multiple reasons for the reserved behaviour
that is often observed in foreign language classes: language-
related issues such as a perceived or actual lack of target lan-
guage vocabulary, poor pronunciation, and/or incomprehension
of class activities (Williams & Andrade, 2008), and personality-
related factors, for instance shyness (Yashima, 2002), introver-
sion, or a fear of making mistakes in front of others (Littlewood,
1999; Kitano, 2001; Cutrone, 2009). Kowner (2002) further sug-
gested that students might feel intimidated to speak in foreign
language classes if the teacher is non-Japanese, adding that pre-
vious interactions with non-Japanese individuals could have
resulted in unpleasant outcomes that students may not want to
repeat.

Currently, the standard method of teaching in Japan across
all subjects is teacher-centred, where it is rare for students to pro-
vide input unless called upon (Cutrone, 2009; Sato, 2003). By
contrast, foreign language classes at the university level tend to
have elements of Western-style pedagogy (Cutrone, 2009) which
include student-centred practices and collaborative learning
(Park, 2002; Nguyen, Terlouw & Pilot, 2006), and these classes
may be taught by instructors who are accustomed to Western-
style teaching methods that value frequent verbal communica-
tion on the part of students, and creative, individual points of
view. The communication apprehension experienced by Japa-
nese students may result simply from being placed in this
unusual and uncomfortable situation. Moreover, there are some
reports of spillover from oral communication anxiety to a reduc-
tion in other forms of active participation, such as writing (Spol-
sky, 1989).

Whereas active participation in class is valued in many
Western-style classrooms, Nozaki (1993) reports that Japanese
students generally believe a good student should be observant,
obedient, and passive in the classroom. Not surprisingly, these
behaviours have especially been observed in many foreign lan-
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guage classes at the university level (Helgesen, 1993; King, 2013).
Many students are familiar with rote learning and memorization
of English (Tinkham & Weinstein-SHR, 1989; Browne & Wada,
2010) due to the typical “grammar-translation” style (Hino, 1988;
Nishino, 2008) of English language instruction in secondary
schools, and as a result, less emphasis is placed on free discus-
sion. Moreover, there may also be a sense of security in passive
learning that affects students’ willingness to participate verbally
in foreign language classes at the tertiary level. The reasons for
Japanese students’ reticence are complex and likely to be highly
intertwined. However, as I try to show below, classroom activi-
ties that can be tailored to address communication apprehension
issues may be successful in encouraging reserved Japanese stu-
dents to overcome their anxieties and communicate verbally in

English.

Challenging the Japanese Reticent Student Stereotype
with FLOW

The FLOW course is a mandatory English speaking class where
the aim is to increase the spoken competence of Japanese stu-
dents in an academic context. Given that this course takes place
over seven weeks, the time within which to significantly
improve fluency is limited, and therefore, the primary course
objectives are instead to provide students with an opportunity to
build their confidence and equip them with the necessary tools
for autonomous learning through self-reflection activities and in-
class exercises. Different instructors have designed different syl-
labi, but the aims and objectives remain the same. In the iteration
of FLOW discussed in this paper, the in-class activities were
designed to prepare students for a formal presentation and a
debate at the end of the seven-week term. These activities
included methods to build a position on a topic, support and
defend the position, as well as concede when students are coun-
tered with a more persuasive argument. Students also learned
how to extend a discussion, critically engage, and disagree with
others’ opinions in a way that they may not have previously
experienced, even in their native language. The speaking tech-
niques were designed to demonstrate to students that prepared-
ness and repetition are the foundations for learning to speak
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more fluently, rather than simply possessing a large vocabulary
or perfect pronunciation, attributes that many students have
falsely identified as crucial to speak English more effectively.
Initial impressions of the FLOW classroom identified a dras-
tically different atmosphere in comparison to the ALESS class-
room — the FLOW environment was more spirited and students
interacted with each other predominantly in English, diverging
from the stereotype that Japanese students are reticent in foreign
language classes. Remarkably, all students participated in the
speaking activities, which is in direct contrast to a typical ALESS
class where it is common that one or two students would be less
willing to engage verbally in English. Additionally, FLOW
classes containing high proficiency students were inclined to be
more active, as these students were able to comprehend the
directions of in-class activities more quickly; carry on discus-
sions to a greater degree; persuade weaker level students to
speak; and were less likely to be reticent about contributing in
English. As a result, even students predisposed to passive
behaviour were drawn into participating which resulted in an
active atmosphere in the classroom. Nevertheless, while the
social nature of FLOW classrooms tended to be more active than
ALESS, there were still a large number of students of lower Eng-
lish proficiency who needed prompting in order to carry on a
discussion in English. For some lower proficiency students, inev-
itably the comfort of using Japanese was too great and they
would default back to speaking their native language. In order to
limit the chances of reverting to spoken Japanese, classes were
conducted with minimal down-time between speaking tasks.
The in-class activities of FLOW centred on two main ele-
ments to encourage students to speak in English: (1) repetition of
spoken material, and (2) spontaneity of speaking. In general, stu-
dents were asked to analyze an article or form an opinion on a
topic (for example: gender equality in science; bee colony col-
lapse disorder; and factors related to happiness) that was pro-
vided as homework during the previous class. Students had one
week to become familiar with the topic and to be able to summa-
rize the article within several minutes. In class, in pairs or trios,
students would take turns summarizing their viewpoints on the
assigned article within a three-minute time frame. Once students
finished their first summary, new pairs would be formed and the
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task was repeated, with the appointed time decreased by one
minute. The task was repeated once again within one minute. All
in all, three repetitions of the same task allowed students three
chances to talk about the same topic, thereby solidifying the
vocabulary they had used while pressuring them to be concise
and to focus on the important elements of their speech. These
repetitious exercises were designed to make students mindful
that preparation (via homework) is key to successful spoken
English. The more students practiced with each repetition, the
easier it was to speak, which increased their self-confidence, and
this helped them understand that their grammatical mistakes or
imperfect pronunciation were not a complete hindrance to being
understood.

To prepare FLOW students for spontaneous discussion (in
the forms of a ‘question and answer” (Q&A) session following a
presentation and during a formal debate), several activities were
designed to solicit instinctive, natural responses. One such activ-
ity, “Arguing about Nonsense’, asked students to initially argue
about a randomly selected, banal object (for example, a pen ver-
sus a cat) with respect to its importance to humanity in a one-
minute time frame. Their partner needed to disagree and
respond by arguing about the importance of their own banal
object. In the second task, students were instructed to refute their
partner’s argument and continue to argue the importance of
their own object. Students then formed new pairs and continued
to practice arguing and conceding techniques with little to no
preparation time. This particular task took into account repeti-
tion and spontaneity to increase spoken fluency. Although this
particular task is considered by students to be a non-academic
exercise, it provides essential academic skills by forcing students
to be adaptive and creative with their responses. Activities that
were designed to increase spontaneous speech also developed
students’ listening skills and challenged their ability to be flexi-
ble with their speaking partner’s comments in order to concur
with or rebut their viewpoints.

Studies have suggested that a student’s identity can be con-
firmed to his or herself through group discussion with peers, and
this may make students apprehensive of exhibiting their faults
and prejudices (Sugimura & Shimizu, 2011). As a result, express-
ing an opinion on a topic may be too confronting for some Japa-
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nese students, even in their native language. This could be partly
due to a lack of vocabulary with which to express their ideas, or
rather, a cultural propensity to conform to the majority opinion
and not stand out (Sugimura & Mizokami, 2012; Littlewood,
1999). Therefore, certain in-class activities (for example, design-
ing policies and solutions to balance gender equality in science,
or increase happiness in Japan) were designed to combat the ten-
dency for some students to resist taking a position on a topic, a
similar rationale that led to the implementation of the ‘Arguing
about Nonsense” activity. During such tasks, groups of three or
four students discussed a topic together, decided on a group
stance, and created a short presentation describing the group’s
position. The follow-up activity required students to form new
groups and subsequently describe their previous group’s posi-
tion to the new group members. This method alleviated much of
the anxiety for students who felt uncomfortable vocalizing their
own viewpoints or having to form an initial opinion, and
allowed them to report the presentation their previous group
had constructed.

Self-reflection journals for second language acquisition are a
popular method to highlight weaknesses and strengths for
autonomous learning and self-improvement (Matsumoto, 1996;
Bray & Harsch, 1996). Studies have indicated that students can
increase their fluency in a foreign language by assessing their
own shortcomings and devising ways to overcome them (Matsu-
moto, 1996). The self-reflective assignments in FLOW may be
another reason for the greater degree of participation in class
compared to ALESS. After each FLOW class, students were
asked to submit two-minute videos summarizing and analyzing
their performance in class, addressing their English limitations,
and reflecting on how often they used Japanese in class and if
they thought it was detrimental to building their English fluency.
The confessional nature of the self-reflection videos allowed the
students to underscore their weak points and discover their
strengths, and provided an opportunity for students to pledge
their aspirations to achieve more in the following classes. Studies
have reported that intrinsically motivated students who have
vowed to perform better in classes have demonstrated increases
in overall academic performance (Koo & Fishbach, 2008; Afzal,
Ali, Khan & Hamid, 2010; Spielmann & Radnofsky, 2001). Valu-
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able insight was garnered from reviewing the self-reflection vid-
eos: some high proficiency students used the opportunity to cri-
tique the effectiveness of in-class activities, thus giving
worthwhile feedback that was used to modify certain in-class
tasks. Some lower proficiency students had mentioned being
envious of high level English speakers, which either motivated
them to be more active in the following class, or caused them to
confront their own attitudes and inadequacies about speaking
English in ways they may not have had previously considered.
The self-reflection activities seemed to have played a beneficial
role in increasing students’ abilities to actively participate in
FLOW class while providing them with a method to indepen-
dently find ways to improve their English skills. First impres-
sions of FLOW have demonstrated that designing English speak-
ing activities to relieve communication anxiety in Japanese
students can bring about a positive change in active participa-
tion in class.

Classroom Observations in a Typical ALESS Class

ALESS is a course designed to introduce first year science stu-
dents to academic writing in the IMRaD (Introduction, Methods,
Results, and Discussion) format, through instruction in English
(Middleton, 2012; Gally, 2011; Mishina, 2015). Depending on the
semester, this may be the first fully English-immersive course
taken by many students at The University of Tokyo. As the
course name suggests, students are expected to take an active
role in the classroom - this includes extensive discussion, pre-
senting in small and large groups, planning a project (a scientific
experiment) that will become the basis for an extended writing
assignment, independently analyzing the linguistic patterns of
academic writing and giving peer feedback on writing drafts.
Much of this peer feedback occurs in Japanese, as speaking Eng-
lish is not itself a major objective of this writing course, and
many students lack the meta-vocabulary necessary to discuss the
writing process in English (students are, however required to
deliver a final presentation in English at the end of the semester).
When students are engaging directly with the teacher (in Eng-
lish), they tend to be passive listeners, and sometimes find it dif-
ficult even to seek clarification when they are uncertain.
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The causes of this passivity are likely to be many and vari-
ous. Among the subtle and intricate psychological issues of Japa-
nese students’ reticence (for example Yashima, 2002; Littlewood,
1999; Kitano, 2001; Cutrone, 2009; and Kowner 2002), ALESS is
also known to be a difficult class, and those who lack confidence
in their English (the vast majority) may arrive at the first class
merely hoping to survive it rather than use it as a chance to
improve. Expectations of difficulty and stress can be self-fulfill-
ing if they cause the kinds of apprehension previously men-
tioned. In addition, students who are inexperienced with Eng-
lish-immersive courses could be unprepared for the speed and
vocabulary used by the instructor, and may expend considerable
energy simply trying to comprehend what the instructor is say-
ing, with little energy left for interaction. Furthermore, ALESS
classes tend to be loaded with content necessary for writing an
IMRaD paper that is worth 50% of the overall grade. As such,
some students may intrinsically be strategizing how to divide
their efforts in order to pass the course without speaking more
English than the minimum requirement that is the final presen-
tation. On the other hand, given that it is a compulsory course,
students who are reticent may be so due to the boredom, indif-
ference, lack of motivation, or disengagement that can affect any
classroom, foreign language or otherwise. Relatedly, it has been
suggested that some Japanese university students use passivity
as a strategy for coping with an educational system in which
they feel helpless (King, 2012), such as a foreign language class.

ALESS classes are not streamed, and therefore classes tend
to have students with a wide range of English abilities. This is
particularly so for speaking abilities. It is not unusual for a class
to contain a student with very high spoken fluency; who may
have lived abroad, or studied at an international school, for
example (see Kanno, 2003 for discussion of some of the problems
these students face). Returnees who are accustomed to a Western
style of teaching may be able to better negotiate the teacher’s
instructions, volunteer answers, and encourage a more active
classroom atmosphere. However, these students often have their
own communication anxieties about standing out amongst their
peers. They may wish to appear modest about their English abil-
ity or not dominate the class by speaking frequently; they could
be inherently shy and not want to volunteer answers; they may
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feel singled out by other students; and less proficient students
may depend heavily on them to answer questions when carrying
out group activities or provide translations of the teacher’s
instructions. Highly proficient students may therefore feel just as
reluctant as their less fluent classmates to actively participate in
the class, and may additionally constitute an extra source of
intimidation for other students.

Reservedness with respect to verbal participation within the
ALESS classroom could be partly due to the perception that sci-
ence is a serious subject and students need to behave accord-
ingly. It has previously been theorized that study of a certain
subject, like science, is also a procedure in procuring particular
characteristics that define the practitioners of that subject (Krogh
& Thomson, 2005). Therefore, aspects of students’ identity may
be affected when they become educated in science, such as the
way they analyze, observe, and perform activities. A study con-
ducted with German high school students surveyed their per-
spectives of peers who studied science versus languages (Han-
nover & Kessels, 2004), and a similar study with Dutch students
(Taconi & Kessels, 2009) demonstrated that the views of students
who preferred science were typically seen as introverted people,
and perceived to have specific personality traits that fit their
image of scientists: limited in artistic skills, less emotive, but
more studious and driven compared to their peers who pre-
ferred learning languages (Hannover & Kessels, 2004; Taconi &
Kessels, 2009). Furthermore, communication through academic
writing tends to differ between arts and science students, and
students’ written work are apt to conform to the stereotypes
whereby science students are more interested in delivering facts
as concisely as possible, and arts students concentrate on com-
posing arguments and the logical flow of the paper (North,
2007). These discrepancies could possibly translate into other
forms of communication, for example speaking, that may lead to
perceived differences between the likelihood of active classroom
participation between science and arts students. Combined with
the possibility that aspects of Japanese science students’ identi-
ties might be shaped by the characteristics and requirements of
learning and practicing science, at least within the ALESS class-
room, students may present an image of earnestness in order to
demonstrate how serious they are as science students.
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It is plausible that while students may have their own reser-
vations about speaking English in class, the instructor could also
be guilty of having preconceived perceptions of, and/or disre-
garding the students’ English abilities. For example, by not
demanding English usage during group activities, some students
may surmise this as permission to carry out the tasks in Japa-
nese. Additionally, instructors could be overlooking students
who are habitually uncommunicative in an effort to decrease the
awkwardness of silence, which might result in these students
presuming that applying extra effort for English communication
is unnecessary if the teacher consistently neglects their input.
Furthermore, instructors could be explicitly expressing disap-
pointment when confronted with a subdued classroom, thereby
reaffirming and intensifying students’” communication anxiety.
Students may be led to believe that silence in the classroom is far
worse than using Japanese. However, certain tactics such as
group work have the effect of increasing the overall activeness of
a classroom (Sato, 2003). Unfortunately, in ALESS, a large part of
the group activities are conducted in Japanese, until the teacher
engages with the students. In general, the only times that ALESS
students are required to speak English are during practice and
formal presentation activities, and when speaking to the instruc-
tor. These teaching strategies may be inadvertently contributing
to increased Japanese use in ALESS classes, and any students’
related anxiety towards using English. On the other hand, there
are occasions when the use of Japanese in ALESS may be better
for achieving class goals, such as peer feedback exercises (Allen
& Mills, 2013; Allen, 2015). In these exercises, students work in
pairs or trios and exchange written sections of their papers to
constructively critique one another’s written work. Discussions
in Japanese are useful in the peer feedback context if students
lack the appropriate English vocabulary to provide concise and
valuable assessment. Nonetheless, to reinforce spoken English in
ALESS, it may be better for teachers to standardize their class-
room practices to avoid sending students mixed messages that
using Japanese instead of English is permissible.

The high quality ALESS papers that are published in a
yearly periodical called ALESS: A Collection of Student Papers
demonstrate the achievements of the ALESS writing course.
Despite the successes of ALESS, students possessing the initia-
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tive to speak English in class have previously commented that
the number of formal English speaking opportunities in ALESS
class was insufficient. As previously mentioned, ALESS classes
tend to contain a surplus of activities designed to teach students
how to write sections of the IMRaD paper that may not garner
the quantity and/or quality of active verbal participation that
the instructor seeks. Consequently, FLOW complements and
supplements ALESS by providing students the opportunities to
practice speaking and to develop increased verbal communica-
tion skills.

Crucial Differences Between ALESS and FLOW

The differences between ALESS and FLOW demonstrate how the
materials and activities utilized in class influence the classroom
atmosphere and the readiness of students to actively participate
in English. ALESS is primarily a writing course with a thirteen-
week duration, and even in the case of those ALESS students
who do become comfortable speaking in English, English speak-
ing activities are loaded towards the end of the semester. There-
fore, students can take their time building courage and becom-
ing familiar with speaking English in class. ALESS is also linear,
in that students are instructed to communicate about their scien-
tific research in the straightforward IMRaD fashion that is rou-
tine in academic scientific presentations. In direct contrast,
FLOW is a short and concentrated seven-week course. As an aca-
demic discussion class, FLOW is circular, whereby students are
taught a variety of skills to supplement spoken discourse that
can be drawn upon when necessary. While the FLOW classroom
speaking environment is inevitably artificial, it does allow stu-
dents to practice speaking techniques that are useful for carrying
on discussions, agreeing, disagreeing, and conceding, so that
these speech patterns may become natural. The speaking skills
that students acquire in FLOW are built up cumulatively by mul-
tiple speaking activities, whereas in ALESS, the formal speaking
task is more of an isolated activity.

In ALESS, the formal speaking activity that is the final pre-
sentation, takes place at the end of the semester, and generally
requires individual students to give a five to six-minute talk
about their research using the IMRaD format, with a subsequent
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five to ten-minute Q&A session. Typically, one class period is
devoted to introducing the important aspects of successful pre-
sentation techniques and creating effective slides, and another
class period is used for students to practice their presentations.
ALESS students are able to practice one presentation repeatedly
and deliver that presentation once for evaluation. On the other
hand, the formal group presentation in FLOW, which occurs in
week five of the seven-week term, requires groups of three or
four students to deliver an eight to ten-minute talk with a ten-
minute discussion style Q&A session that follows. The presenta-
tion is based on a general topic covered in class (for example,
happiness), and groups then decide on a specific aspect to focus
on. Students have one week to gather evidence and prepare for
their presentation. No extra class time is dedicated to successful
presentation techniques, skills, or presentation practice. Cooper-
ative learning is stressed in this situation and FLOW students
must interact with each other outside of class in order to engi-
neer a logical and organized presentation. The dynamic social
nature of previous classes prepares students to be more commu-
nicative with each other during the presentation planning phase.
This is contrary to ALESS where students tend to work indepen-
dently, which may have a fundamental impact on the overall
classroom dynamics.

Similarly, the FLOW formal debate at the end of the term
provides evidence of the effort students applied to learning dis-
cussion techniques in previous classes. Students choose the
debate topics and are instructed to bring evidence for a position
without knowledge of which side they will be arguing for. The
nature of the evidence, the analysis of the evidence, and the
manner in which it is used can reflect how well students have
prepared for and understood the concept of a debate. During the
activity, students are required to critically engage with their
opposition’s position and evidence in order to refute and pro-
vide counterarguments. Afterwards, a Q&A session with mini-
mal preparation time illustrates how well the students can han-
dle a discussion by defending or conceding their position based
on the evidence provided. The discussion skills taught in the first
half of the course should equip students to function adequately
during the debate and Q&A session, therefore providing an
overview of how well students were able to understand and
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incorporate the previous lessons. On the contrary, the Q&A ses-
sion of the ALESS final presentation does not usually take on a
discussion format, as students often do not have the necessary
skills or are unaware of the techniques to lengthen a discussion.
It may be plausible that during the ALESS final presentation
Q&A sessions, students are so accustomed to the ingrained reti-
cent classroom culture preceding the final presentation activities
that they continue to display passivity.

The informal nature of FLOW classes compared to ALESS
may just be the suitable type of atmosphere to assuage the com-
munication anxieties felt by some of the students. The contrast in
student attitudes with FLOW most likely arises from the fact that
students know that the majority of their grade depends upon
their speaking ability, whereas in ALESS, the major grade com-
ponent comes from the written paper. In subsequent terms, stu-
dents have remarked that the evaluative requirements of ALESS
and FLOW are disparate, and actively participating in FLOW
classes allows them to realize the benefits of their efforts quicker
than in ALESS. Particularly, driven students understand the
brevity of the FLOW time frame and, as such, do not tend to
squander class time by speaking excessively in Japanese.

While many of the skills to help build English fluency are
practiced during in-class activities in FLOW, students who are
motivated to practice speaking outside of class have access to
speaking tutorials and free discussion opportunities at the Kom-
aba Writers Studio (KWS) (Nakatake, 2013), where bilingual
teaching assistants (TAs) are available to engage in discussions
with students. The KWS TAs tend to be closer in age to the stu-
dents themselves, and, therefore, can reduce some of the anxiety
of speaking English that may be associated when communicat-
ing with the teacher. While the speaking services provided by
the KWS inherently have a positive effect on active student par-
ticipation in FLOW classes, it was originally established to sup-
port ALESS students for their academic writing tasks. The KWS
can provide assistance with regards to elucidating homework
instructions and giving advice on students’” academic papers and
presentations, with the option of communicating in Japanese.
These services are invaluable to the ALESS student by bridging
the gap between students and their instructors, but it is possible
that they can also serve as a crutch to prolong students” avoid-
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ance of speaking English. The varying uses of the KWS again
suggest that the different speaking practices of FLOW and
ALESS students can be interpreted as the result of the divergent
classroom cultures of these two courses.

Initial Student Evaluation of FLOW

To assess students” impressions of FLOW, a questionnaire (Table
1) was developed by the FLOW Program and distributed to stu-
dents at the end of each seven-week term in the first semester the
course was offered. According to responses from 78 students
from my classes, there was an overall positive response to the
course. Students stated that the fully-immersive English class-
room provided them with sufficient listening and speaking
opportunities (54%). The vast majority of students surveyed
believed they had enough opportunities to speak English in class
(91%). The activities that students identified as having a strong
positive impact on their acquisition of English discussion skills
were weekly discussion exercises in pairs and groups (31%), the
formal debate (27%), the ‘ Arguing about Nonsense’ activity (9%),
and making presentations (7.5%). Students mentioned gaining
valuable discussion and debating skills (23.5%), as well as learn-
ing the appropriate language to express their opinions (10%),
thinking logically (5%), and gaining confidence in their own
English-speaking ability (4%). Although FLOW is a newly devel-
oped course, students’ initial positive evaluation of the class con-
firms the importance of developing academic discussion skills in
English. Even supposing that some students were unable to

Table 1: FLOW Survey questions given to students at the end of each
seven-week term to assess their impressions of the course.

1 Overall, what do you feel was the most positive thing you got
out of the class?

5 Which activity (or activities) did you feel helped most in improv-
ing your ability to participate in a discussion in English?

3 What kind of support, activities of topics might have made the
class more effective?

4 Do you feel you have enough opportunity to speak English dur-
ing class? If not, what was the reason?

5 Did you go to KWS to practice speaking?
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apply the discussion techniques taught in class, they were
exposed to 105 minutes of an English-only environment in which
to practice listening and speaking — a beneficial opportunity they
may not have had outside of FLOW class.

Conclusion

While it is difficult to distinguish the exact factors between
ALESS and FLOW that lead to differences observed in classroom
atmospheres, it is suggested that incorporating FLOW-like activ-
ities into ALESS classes may help to increase the level of student
participation. Ultimately, students need to feel comfortable in
class to contribute verbally. By blending some of the strategies
used in FLOW it may be possible for students in ALESS to chal-
lenge the reticent science student stereotype as well. For exam-
ple, introducing more group activities in ALESS, such as group
writing exercises, may help to encourage students to share ideas
about writing, increase their exposure to the different vocabulary
and opinions of their peers, and supply and receive immediate
feedback on their writing skills. Furthermore, repetition exer-
cises can be included to allow students to describe their ALESS
experiments in a way that could help to solidify their ideas and
methodologies, as well as provide opportunities to use the
appropriate scientific language to describe their research. While
each ALESS class is already filled with content, one method to
reduce the amount of teacher-centred instruction during class
time is to incorporate methods of the flipped classroom (Lage,
Platt & Treglia, 2000; Enfield, 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2014),
whereby the bulk of the theory can be introduced either through
video format or readings that students would be required to
view or read, respectively, and comprehend prior to attending
class. This method frees up class time to allow instructors to
approach teaching in a more student-oriented and collaborative
learning way to foster greater active participation in classrooms.

The general stereotype of the reticent Japanese student in
foreign language classes, which also exists to some degree in
ALESS classes, can be successfully challenged when one
observes a FLOW class with students belonging to the same
cohort. In this study, a small sample of FLOW students in their
first semester was observed, and it has been interesting to see
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how the FLOW classroom atmosphere has influenced active par-
ticipation in the ALESS classrooms in the subsequent semester.
ALESS instructors have remarked that students are more willing
to verbally communicate in English during class, and students
seem to be less inhibited to ask for clarification from the instruc-
tor. Moreover, after students have experienced FLOW, the use of
spoken English in ALESS could be a factor that is enforced by the
instructor rather than merely encouraged. On the other hand,
some FLOW students in the second semester seem to require
more urging from the instructor to participate in class, as they
may have become acquainted with the reserved ALESS class-
room from their first semester. Further investigations should
implement a longitudinal study with students belonging to the
same cohort, for example, over the course of their undergradu-
ate degrees, to investigate how FLOW has impacted their use of
English and active participation in other courses. Additional
studies could examine the influence of living abroad or being
familiar with Western-style classrooms on active participation in
ALESS and FLOW. Although the initial study that this paper is
based on is limited in breadth, the students’ early response to
FLOW has been positive and thus validates the relevance of the
course to their undergraduate program.
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