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To foster fluency in English abilities 

it's necessary not to learn them but to acquire them. 
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The problem we have in English education 

'Even if you learn English for 111any years, it would be difficult for you to speak, 

read, listen, or write in English fluently.' 

If you hear the above statement, what would you feel or think? Now Japanese 

students usually begin to study or learn English after they enter junior high school. 

(Smne elen1entary schools have already started to introduce English lessons 

systen1atically, although the nu1nber of lessons per school year is not large.) They 

continue to learn it also at senior high school and many after entering universities. 

A lot of Japanese including so-called well-informed ones complain that they can't 

use English fluently even after learning English so many years. The Ministry of 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology is trying to improve the 

situation by lowing the age when students begin to learn English. Elementary 

schools should incorporate English classes into their school curriculum more 

systen1ically and frequently. They think the younger the better it is to begin and 

learn English. In a sense that's true. We Japanese like other countries' people 

begin to speak our n1other tongue fluently at a very early age. By the way can we 

think it for granted that if we lower the age when we begin to learn English it's 

possible or it gets easier to master the language? Of course the point here is it's up 

to the teaching n1ethod en1 ployed at the school level. Here I'd like to get back to 

the statement I wrote at the beginning of this essay. If we apply the same teaching 

1nethods used at junior or senior high school level, the difficulties in mastering 

English we are facing now will not in1prove. Before considering the necessity to 
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low the beginning age, I think we need to change the teaching method or at least to 

add some other activities to the method we have long been using in many schools. 

What' s the solution? 

What kinds of activities or practices do we need or add to the present 

English education? I propose using some an1ount of time, we need to unlearn the 

learning method we employ, teachers make students use, or students are forced to 

use to pass entrance examinations. Learners of English today in Japan usually try 

to remember Japanese meanings of English words and phrases, understand English 

grammar, and try to interpret English passages checking unknown words or places 

with the help of dictionaries. When we read English texts, we cannot get along 

without dictionaries. I mean we need to get the stubborn habits we learned 

through English learning off from our mind. 

Learning and acquiring 

Let's go back to the title of this short essay again. It's important to distinguish 

'learning' and 'acquiring'. We have two types of learning, that is, intentional 

learning and incidental learning. In English education teachers usually compel 

students to learn intentionally. We tell students to try to remember meanings of 

words which appear in text, sentence structures, or English gran1mar. Students 

use the knowledge of grammar and use dictionaries (especially English-Japanese 

dictionaries) a lot on the way. They will get skills, to a certain degree, to read, 

write, speak, or listen to English. When they challenge themselves to new English 

materials, they try to 1nake use of all the knowledge and skills they have learned so 

far. But even with them students' capabilities to engage themselves in English are 

limited. As a learner of English as a second language, it seems that we probably 

could not do without learning intentionally. 

The significance of acquiring 

In addition to learning intentionally, however, what we lack most and need 

most is learning incidentally. Learning intentionally can be called 'acquiring'. By 

the way it is well known that Stephen Krashen warned learners of English of 
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'monitoring'. Gra1nmatical correctness nourishes a sense of monitoring. 

Whenever you encounter ~nglish, monitoring function in your mind begins to work 

and forces you to analyze and check its English expressions and to try to translate 

them into Japanese. Naturally 1nonitoring blocks fluency. Take an example of 

reading English. After many years of English learning, not so many students can 

read English fluently. Grab any kind of books written in authentic English and try 

to read them if you want to confinn this. You will cmne across a lot of English 

word the meaning of which you don't know and you surely lose interest in 

continuing to read the books. The solution to this problem is whether you 

introduce incidental learning or acquiring into your learning process. Acquiring 

can be a breakthrough. To materialize acquiring we need to immerse ourselves in 

far 1nore English. The effects of acquiring cannot be seen so soon. But only 

through accumulations by acquiring activities can we take off the debacles of 

intentional learning and 1nonitoring. That's when the fluency comes into sight. 

What we need now is acquiring activities. 

Extensive reading 

My concern of study these several years is extensive reading. Unconsciously 

stored knowledge and skills accumulate gradually in our mind as we practice 

extensive reading. There will con1e the time when the knowledge and skills 

acquired in such a way blosson1 into useful ones. If you refer to a dictionary every 

tin1e you encounter an unknown word, you'll lose track of the story or flow of the 

writing and lose interest in it. This has something to do with so called short term 

1nemory. If you want to enjoy a book, you need to read it above a certain speed 

without consulting a dictionary so often. Dictionary use will block the flow of the 

book you are reading. In my opinion extensive reading activity, although it may 

seen1 to be tenuous and tin1e-consun1ing, is the very effective method of acquiring 

fluent English usage eventually. So in English education teachers should set aside 

son1e time for acquiring English or extensive reading to order to improve the 

situation of English education, make students fluent readers of English, and ensure 

then1 practical English. Only then can they realize English is useful, practical and 

fun. 
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Oxford University Press 
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