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Abstract

Bilingual education started in the 1960s to encourage bilingualism and multilingualism in predominately Western
countries, but significant parts of its pedagogical underpinnings can be adopted for use in Japan. This paper highlights
the efforts of Otemae University’s language and content classes to incorporate a bilingual approach to improve student
learning outcomes through an emphasis on culture and language. Results from a qualitative survey indicate broad levels
of student agreement and support, with emphasis found on an improvement in English fluency and critical thinking

skills. This preliminary study provides a platform for further research into bilingualism and course design.
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Bilingual education began in the 1960s as a way to encourage bilingualism and multilingualism. At its most basic, there
are two main types of bilingual education: transitional, which aims to keep students’ knowledge at level with their peers
by teaching subjects such as mathematics in the native language while the student becomes fluent in a new language;
and the second is dual language education, which was originally promoted to help native English speakers become
fluent in a second language. Bilingual education in multiple forms, for multiple levels of learners, has flourished in the
time since the 1960s, and its efficacy and ideology has been widely debated (Petrzela, 2015; Wang 2016; Baker 2007).

One of the most common criticisms of bilingual education programs is that it threatens national identity and

cohesion (Wang, 2016) as well as impeding student’s academic progress as their attention is divided between languages.
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Yet, further studies have debunked these myths and proven the effectiveness of bilingual education for creating
multilingual and culturally sensitive students.

At the same time, bilingual education has been primarily a Western model of language education. Perhaps in part
because of the prevailing view that Japan in a monolingual country, bilingual education has received very little attention
here. Much scholarly attention has been focused on building “Japaneseness” through language (Gottleib, 2005). The
two studies that do examine bilingual education in Japan have focused on minority identity and international language
education programs for elementary and secondary school (Tamaoka, 1996; Kanno, 2003).

At the same time, only a small number of Japanese children attend international schools or have access to English
language education programs aimed at fluency, rather than literacy. Thus, for many Japanese students wishing to learn
English, university is where their primary language education occurs. And as Japanese companies increasingly shift to
English as the language of international business and Japanese education becomes more global, innovation to create
effective language education curricula in Japan becomes more important.

This paper aims to introduce an innovative approach to bilingual education at the tertiary level. We introduce a
unique system of bilingual education for the required content classes for our English Communication and International
Studies programs at Otemae University, a small, private university in Western Japan. Our content and language

integrated courses are in dialogue with our English as a Second language courses to create fluent English speakers.

Bilingual Education in Japan

As part of our English language education program, we believe deeply in the incorporation of Japanese culture as a
scaffolding tool for students’ language learning. As scholars such as Crystal (2003) and McKenzie (2010) have
demonstrated, an increasing number of students are studying English with the goal of employment in their home country,
rather than to study abroad or working in foreign countries. Furthermore, recent studies have convincingly demonstrated
that cultural familiar textbooks and learning materials increase student language gains (Steffensen, Joag-Dev &
Anderson, 1979; Alptekin, 2006; Erten & Razi, 2009).

While studies related to Japan are more limited, work by Chihara, Sakurai, and Oller (1984), Sasaki (1984), and
Sheridan, Tanaka and Hogg (2017) demonstrate that slightly altering texts to reflect culturally specific contexts yield
positive results for Japanese university students in vocabulary retention and content recall. In fact, our English language
program is currently involved in a government-funded research project to demonstrate the positive benefits of culturally
familiar materials in English language education in Japanese universities. This, therefore, is the philosophy
underpinning our language program at Otemae: use your English to talk about the things that matter to you. And those
things are often related to Japanese culture.

In addition to our English language program, Otemae University has also developed a high-level, content and
language integrated learning program, our Global Japan Studies program. This program aims to teach humanities and
social sciences courses about Japan in English. This program is inspired in part by Japan’s government-funded, Global
30 Project, a globalization project with the goal of increasing international students studying in Japan to 300,000

(MEXT, 2008). In 13 universities in Japan, degree programs are now offered in English. These programs are hard
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science programs and computer technology classes, and Japanese cultural studies courses (MEXT, 2017).

Otemae is one of the few smaller, private universities in Japan offering a degree program that can be completed
almost entirely in English. Another well-known example is Ritsumeikan Asia-Pacific University, whose website notes
that 80% of its courses are bilingual. The difference is that Otemae University has designed our upper-level content
classes in two ways: first, we have elective courses such as Japanese literature, manga, or comparative culture classes
that teach Japan-based content. The second type of course we offer is one unique to Otemae, and we want to discuss
that here today.

The required courses in our program are focused mainly on comparative culture. We designed these courses to be
open in both Japanese and English during the same semester. This article discusses three examples of such courses:
Race, Culture, and Religion, International Peace Studies, and US and Japan Comparative Cultural Studies. The same
semester these courses are offered in English, they are also offered in Japanese as Minzoku shiikyo bunka; Kokusai
heiwa-gaku, and Nichibei bunka hikakuron. These courses all look at Japan in a global context, with explicitly
international or cross-cultural frames of references (for an example of a syllabus, see Appendix A).

The courses are designed to mirror each other. They share the same broad topics that structure the course, but the
way those topics are taught are different. Teachers cover the topic in different ways and use different supplementary
material, but the broad philosophies and overarching take-away lessons are shared between the courses. According to
schema theory, these scaffolding elements provide important context in the form of specific knowledge students bring
into each lesson (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Stott, 2001). By covering the same big ideas in slightly different ways,
students gain several important advantages.

First, the coverage of the same ideas in Japanese and English draws on the benefits of culturally familiar
scaffolding. The Japanese lessons provide enough background that the students can follow and engage when the same
material is presented and expanded in different ways in English. This gives the students confidence in the classroom to
engage with and voice their opinion about complicated topics such as race and peace.

Second, the structure of the courses are different. The Japanese courses tend to be large, lecture style classes with
over 50 students. The English language counterparts are smaller, typically about twenty, and heavily discussion based.
This gives students the chance to bring the knowledge they gain as input in Japanese and actually give meaningful
English language output. The confidence gained by familiarity with the concepts and material translates into deeper
and more engaged English language discussion in the classroom. Furthermore, the smaller, discussion-based classroom
encourages students to ask questions about points they did not understand, or points that they disagree with.

Third, through this course students naturally learn to approach the same subject in multiple ways. Again, the
overarching ideas that structure the courses are the same, but teachers approach them differently, and student questions
can drive the discussion in different directions in each course. The material is expanded on in new ways. For example,
the US-Japan Comparative Culture class sometimes introduced cultural texts such as socially enagaged, activist poetry,
slogans, or music to expand upon points related to racial violence in Japan and America. This was done with the
intention of introducing authentic discourse about the topic in English, but it also served as a point of cultural

comparison and showed the way popular culture understood and engaged with the broad themes introduced in the
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Japanese lessons.
Finally, these courses are designed with relative freedom. Some students take only the Japanese, or only the
English, and earn the same credit for either course. At the same time, students are encouraged to take both the Japanese

and the English, receiving double credits.

Student Responses and Results

In order to gauge the efficacy of our approach for our students, we designed a survey for students who took both classes.

We wanted to know primarily what benefits the students perceived in taking these classes.
We asked the students six questions:

1.  What was the reason you chose to take the same class in two different languages?

2. Apart from language, were there other differences in the classes in terms of structure, the teaching style, the topics
taught, or your understanding of the content?

3. What were some good points and some points that need improvement in the structure or the teaching style of both
classes (Japanese and English)?

4. What were some of the benefits to your understanding of the subject that resulted from taking the same course in
both languages?

5. What were some difficulties in understanding the subject that resulted from taking the same course in both
languages?

6. What thoughts do you have about the idea of taking the same class in two different languages? Please feel free to

write anything.

While the students who took both classes were limited in number, we received six responses to our survey. The
answers in many ways reflected our expectations. Students said that learning the material in Japanese first or
simultaneously gave them the scaffolding they needed to deepen their knowledge in the English course. Students
generally stated that the difference in structure was beneficial, with the Japanese course providing detailed explanations
and materials that could be reviewed at home such as notes and handouts. The group work, presentations, and
discussions in the English language class allowed students to pick up on the threads of the topic that interested them
most, or the questions they had. One student wrote that in the English class the instructor and the students would think
through the problems presented as a group, which they found helpful.

Further, the discussion style of the English class encouraged students to use the information to develop their own
opinions about the materials. While some students noted this was a difficulty in the English class, they also stated it
was a benefit, as a second student said: “It was difficult to give my opinion in the homework report every week, but
my logical thinking skills and English skills improved.” Another student echoed this, stating that the mirrored course
structure allowed them “to easily remember the [specialized] English vocabulary” without really studying.

That said, students did note that the unevenness in English levels made the English-language content courses

difficult at times, with some students not able to follow the discussion. At the same time, the feedback was largely
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positive. For example, one student wrote, “Because different teachers taught in different languages, although the topic
was the same, the culture and values were different, and this was a very good structure.” Several students also pointed
out that the inclusion of exchange students who did not have strong Japanese language skills in the English language
classes brought further viewpoints to the topics discussed. In all of our respondents, this way of introducing multiple

approaches to the same issue was viewed positively.

Conclusion

Our research into the effectiveness of this course design continues. The next step is to interview only those who take
the Japanese or only take the English and measure their satisfaction and learning outcomes against the students who
have taken both. At the same time, we believe it merits further attention because the mirror nature of this program
means that as long as two faculty members are willing to cooperate, it is fairly easy to implement. In conclusion, these

preliminary results are very positive and indicate that such a program yields clear benefits to students.
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Appendix A. An example of a paired syllabus
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