THE JAPAN TIMES MONDAY, OCTOBER 5, 2009

(3)

9

japan times forum on english education
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

cific Purposes (ESP). Actually, efforts
are under way to create ‘‘Can Do’’
statements for English for engineers in
Japan. Furthermore, I understand that
some universities (in Japan), including
Waseda and Sophia, have created their
own ‘‘Can Do’’ statements and have
built the whole curriculum around those
goals. That’s the way it’s supposed to
be, but unfortunately, they belong to the
minority, I’m afraid.
Yamazaki: Also, we have to keep in
mind that the needs change as time
goes by. For example, business
presentation wasn’t needed for
engineers in the past, but now it is. ‘‘Can
Do’’ statements must be aligned with
the latest industry needs. We also need
some kind of system to measure the
progress of ‘‘Can Do’’ statements.
Moderator: What are the obstacles
for creating common ‘‘Can Do’’
statements?
Hirai: I think the question is who
should authorize ‘ ‘Can Do’’
statements. My answer would be the
government. No matter how much
disagreement among the stakeholders
exists for reaching a common ground,
they will eventually listen to a higher
authority. An alternative would be a
nongovernmental, neutral organization
supported by industry, similar to The
Japan Accreditation Board for
Engineering Education (JABEE).
Yamazaki: I agree with the idea, but
university professors need to be in the
loop since they are the ones who will
create curricula based on the authorized
‘‘Can Do’’ statements. Also, since ‘‘Can
Do’’ statements come directly from the
needs of corporations, every party must
work closely together. One problem I’m
seeing, especially with university English
professors, is that they have only a
vague idea about what’s actually
happening in the engineering and
manufacturing fields. I’ve seen only a
few research reports written by
university English professors about the
situations in these fields. But I’ve rarely
seen research reports written about the
real world. Academic society needs to
reach out to the corporate world more.
Anthony: I think it would be hard for
JABEE itself to make this decision since
JABEE basically leaves most of the
decision making to academic
institutions. And since, as Ms.
Yamazaki said, English academic
institutions are normally closed
societies, creating common ‘‘Can Do’’
statements could be quite a challenge.
Perhaps the engineering societies
might have a stronger role to play.
Hiraga: I think the major industries
need to take a leadership role.
Currently, I don’t see a positive spiral of
needs. If corporations explicitly say,
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‘‘These are the skills that we need for
our employees,’’ and come up with
some kind of measurement that can be
put on students’ resumes, universities
will follow this lead and build a
curriculum around them. Once the
curriculum is set, the needs for
instructors to teach the curriculum will
be determined and the positive spiral
begins to function.
Moderator: But why isn’t this
happening? What expectations do
corporations have for university
education?
Anthony: I’ve talked with a lot of
students about their job interview
process. Surprisingly, many said that
corporations didn’t seem to be
interested in their English abilities.
Hirai: When corporations recruit
students fresh out of college, they are
looking for people who will become their
future top managers, and the best
predictor for this is the university’s
name and reputation. Also, since the
notion of lifetime employment still
exists, corporations closely look at the
people, not the skills they attain.
Hiraga: I find two strong beliefs in
corporate recruitment policies: One is
that they don’t count on university
education and two is they don’t want
smart-aleck people. Corporations
believe they can educate their
employees from scratch, so they don’t
want anyone with a predetermined set
of beliefs or skills.
Yamazaki: I feel this, too, talking to
recruiting managers in corporations.
Sometimes, I speak candidly about the
skills a particular student lacks, but they
don’t seem to mind as long as he or she
is an honest, hard worker. So, sadly,
although we talked about the intense
competition due to globalization, the

mind-set of large corporations hasn’t
changed.
Moderator: Can you tell us about
current English education for
engineers in universities?
Anthony: Many university
engineering professors live in the really
small world of their academic
profession. So in their research
seminars, they say to students, ‘‘Here’s
a research paper that you must read.
You translate this part into Japanese
and you this part.’’ The engineering
professors want students to focus on
reading. And as a result, they naturally
want English professors to also
emphasize reading in their classes.
Hirai: I’ve only taught in universities
for about six years so I cannot speak
with that much experience as to what is
happening there, but what I have found
there is bad recruiting. For instance,
many universities think that working as
an engineer in a large global company
for many years, and hopefully with a few
years’ experience abroad, qualifies you
as a good instructor of technical
English. Of course, the supply of people
who can teach English for engineers is
extremely scarce, but recruiting should
never be taken lightly. The next problem
is delegating the creation of the
curriculum to that person. When this
happens, no one knows what others are
teaching. I’ve seen cases of students
using the same textbook two years in a
row since the new professor didn’t know
what the previous professor had taught
only one year before.
Anthony: In the field of ESP, I would
like to stress that there are almost no
professors who, first, have their
research papers published in major
international research journals; second,
have a good foundation knowledge of

science and technology; and third, can
teach in the language of their field,
which in this case is English.
Considering that almost all science and
engineering professors have these
three skills, you can see that there’s a
quality issue with the English professors
here in Japan. Also, I would like to
comment on the textbooks most
instructors are using. There is a firm
belief that textbooks must all be
translated into Japanese to be used in
the classroom. But this is not true. I
really think we need to change this view.
Yamazaki: You’re right. There are
some really good engineering
textbooks that cover what’s going on in
the real world. But these are all written in
English and these publishers are not
marketing the books effectively toward
universities. I think as professors, we
must start taking the risk of using
textbooks without Japanese
translations.
Hiraga: Another problem I see is that
everything is ad hoc. In 2002, MEXT
(Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology) started a
program called Good Practice (GP) to
increase the number of Japanese who
can use English at a higher level. A
large part of the funding was allocated
to the science and technology
departments of colleges. I took part in
this by creating a GP program at Gunma
University. This was one of the major
programs, but it seemed to end without
any serious evaluation or results
sharing. I still see English professors
confused about how and what to teach
their students. This is a huge problem in
the system.
Anthony: I agree. I see many, many
nonscalable pilot projects. For example,
one university temporarily hires a really
brilliant person to teach a class, which
produces great results. No one knows
whether this person will teach again the
next year and no one can teach the
class the way he does. The problem is
that most projects rely heavily on
individuals, rather than creating a
sustainable system. What we did at
Waseda was first design a strong
curriculum. Second, we implemented
the curriculum across the departments
and faculties. Third, we trained the
instructors on how to effectively teach
the curriculum. Fourth, we evaluated

the program and made adjustments
where necessary. And finally, because
the program started producing results,
we were able to recruit more people,
add more space and improve the
infrastructure. The Faculty of Science
and Engineering at Waseda started this
program in 2004 and it has since
increased to cover courses for all
10,000 students in both the
undergraduate and graduate schools.
Yamazaki: As for finding good
instructors, I believe that we need to
educate liberal arts majors more
efficiently. At Shibaura Institute of
Technology, there are 30 part-time
English lecturers, but only two have
degrees in science and technology. We
need to train these people effectively
since they are our main source of
information. Training and the quality of
teaching materials are the two key
success factors.
Hiraga: There should still be good
potential instructors in the corporate
world. If somehow we can figure out a
way to ask corporations to sponsor the
talent search, it should benefit both the
academic and corporate worlds.
Yamazaki: That would be ideal. The
problems for universities always come
down to funding. Universities cannot
allocate a large amount of money for
recruiting. It would be great if corporate
society could sponsor this search for
talent. When I taught at the Institution
for Technologists, I used to invite top
engineers from prestigious companies
like Sony to talk about how important
English is as a communication tool in
the engineering world. Nothing beats
this message since it comes from
people students admire. We need to
bring more of these people into the
academic world.
Moderator: Finally, what advice
would you give for reforming English
education for engineers?
Anthony: We talked about creating
proficiency tests for engineers, but
since engineering is so broad, I think
that’s unrealistic. What we need are
gatekeepers, for example, the
academic societies that authorize
courses and the standards in
engineering English in order to put an
end to the current ad hoc curriculum
design process. Top universities need
to create strict criteria that they follow

when hiring faculty members. Also, the
top universities need to create a
scalable curriculum that covers the
entire English education of students. I
believe that if the top universities can
become role models in hiring faculty
and creating effective curricula, other
schools will follow. Finally, I would like
companies to look more closely at what
students have accomplished and the
skills they have attained during their
four years of college. If they do this, the
universities will change. I’m pretty
optimistic about our future. I feel that the
institutions in academia and industry
are slowly moving in this direction.
Hiraga: I think that both sides,
English education and the corporate
world, can work together. The key will
be for corporations to first figure out
what skills are needed for engineers to
prosper in this fierce global competition.
We need a success model to let the
people listen. The breakthrough will be
figuring out the needs. Once this is
done, we can provide feedback to
academia and start filling the chain of
needs.
Yamazaki: I think it’s all about a
sense of mission. There are many
people in various arenas, from
academic to corporate, business to
engineering, who have a strong desire
to make these changes. The problem is
that there aren’t any platforms for these
people to come together. As for the next
step, I would like to see these people
come together.
Hirai: First, we need to build a
framework that the government,
corporations and educators can use to
come together to discuss English for
scientists and engineers, including the
creation of the ‘‘Can Do’’ statements for
them. Then and only then can all
stakeholders start thinking in the same
direction. Currently, the corporate world
is thinking differently and academia is
doing the same. Once we create ‘‘Can
Do’’ statements, then we can start
thinking of people to hire and creating
curricula.
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